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POSSESSIVE WRITER 


I’ve had a crush on Tanner Telford since I was a little girl. 
But meeting him? And discovering that he wants me? That 
just seems too good to be true. 


That’s why I keep my guard up when I’m accepted into his 
creative writing academy. Tanner is a seven foot silver fox 
with a dark past and the most intense eyes I’ve ever seen. 
When he looks at me, it’s like I’m the only woman alive. But 
I just know he’d laugh if I told him how badly I’m crushing 
on him. 


Then I make a mistake. I just can’t resist peeking through 
the door to spy on him, an alpha in his element, doing push- 
ups in his iron colored suit. He sees me looking ... and this 
crazy, angry expression falls across his powerful features. 


What happens next makes me suspicious as hell. He tells 
me that I belong to him now. He tells me that no other man 
can ever touch me. He tells me that I’m going to be the 
mother to his children and that I’m the sexiest woman he’s 
ever laid his eyes on. 


Me? A twenty-one year old orphan, wannabe writer, barista 
with a curvy build who’s never even had a boyfriend? It’s 
just so hard to believe that a thirty-nine year old sizzling hot 
bestselling writer with hordes of eager fans would want me 
of all people. 


But Tanner is a man who knows what he wants. Now that 
he’s claimed me, he’s never letting go. 


*Possessive Writer is an _ insta-everything standalone 
instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and no 
cliffhanger. 
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Get a free, new, original story NOW by joining my mailing 
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CHAPTER ONE 


| ess 


I walk through the door to the sound of Taylor Swift blaring 
through the small apartment, my roommate Kaitlyn and my 
little Chi-Poo Gizmo running around the living room 
together. 


As usual, our shared two-bedroom is a battlefield of 
discarded clothes - hers - and paperback novels and 
writing material—mine. 


She looks up with a bright smile, her jet black hair 
swooshing around her shoulders. She’s in her silk bathrobe 
and her bikini, having come straight from the club, 
probably, and for a second I get a glimpse of her crazily thin 
body and feel a pang in my chest. 


My barista outfit feels like it’s clinging tightly to my hips 
and guilt lances into me when I remember the cake I 
greedily tore into before I left. 


“Hey, doll,” she says, turning to me with a jig. 


Gizmo tilts his head and comes running over to me, the 
little bundle of white fur letting his tongue hang out in his 
excitement. Gizmo is a tiny dog, a cross between a 
Chihuahua and a Toy Poodle, called Gizmo after the 
Gremlin. 


I kneel and tickle his pointy, furry ears and then lift him up, 
letting him lick my face hello and cradle him close to me. 


“Good day?” Kait asks, dropping onto the couch and 
pausing the music on her phone. 


I carry Gizmo and drop down next to her, the couch 
smelling musty, a secondhand freebie we haven’t had 
professionally cleaned yet. 


“Oh, amazing,” I mutter dryly. “I didn’t spill coffee on any 
customers and I didn’t get caught writing in the bathroom. 
So, all in all, a victory.” 


She grins at me, making me feel old even though I’m 
twenty-one and she’s twenty. Kaitlyn is always full of life 
when she comes from the club, perhaps because she has to 
put on a fake nice face, and it carries over when she’s home 
.. or maybe not everybody is weighted with the handicap of 
introspection and seriousness. 


Even now, I’m thinking about everything too much. 
I tug my attention back to my friend. 


“T still can’t believe you did that,” she says. “If you really 
need to write down an idea for your Great American Novel, 
I’m sure you can find somewhere better than the shitter.” 


I laugh, nodding as Gizmo climbs onto my shoulder and 
perches there like an owl. “Yeah, you’re right,” I say. “How 
was your day, anyway?” 


“An afternoon shift at a strip club?” she beams. “Tess, it’s 
hell. It’s absolutely hell. No money to be made squirming 
around on stage for a bunch of bored day-walkers.” 


“So why are you so happy?” 
“Because I’m a good friend.” 


“Okay ...” I wait for her to reveal the punch-line, but she 
just keeps beaming at me. “You do know what you’re saying 
makes no sense, right?” 


“I’m a good friend,” she repeats. “And when my bestie gets 
some good news, I feel like I’ve got some good news, too. 
Honestly, Tess, you don’t know how happy I am I found you 
as a roommate. Six months, fine, not a long time—whatever. 
But, like, I don’t know... it feels like more, you know?” 


“You’re rambling, Kait,” I say, good-naturedly. “ But I feel the 
same. You know that.” 


I always feel a swelling in my chest when I think about how 
Kaitlyn and I met, she the runaway from Tennessee and me 
the city kid, born and raised here. 


Parentless, an orphan, drifting through life with no 
direction and no hope. 


I graduated high school and lived in halfway houses and 
generally I felt as though I was waiting for life to begin, but 
now, it feels like it finally has. 


Even if I only have a cruddy barista job - even if this 
apartment is cramped and too cold in the winter - I’ve got 
Kaitlyn and Gizmo and finally I’m trying to write. 


Failing, but trying. 


That’s what counts, right? 


“So what is it?” I ask, as Gizmo paws at my hair in an 
attempt to leap atop my head. 


I giggle as Kait reaches forward and helps the little guy up. 
He sits there, balancing perfectly, the weight of him a solid 
imprint on the top of my scalp. 


The summer sun hasn’t started setting yet, and motes of 
light drift across the apartment, seeming to track Kait’s 
movements as she leans back and reaches to the end table. 


She picks up an envelope and hands it to me. 


Being careful not to disturb Gizmo, I take the envelope and 
look down at it. 


I tense up. 
Anxiety stabs through me. 


Gizmo squeaks and topples happily into my lap, rolling over 
and pawing and licking my hands and the envelope. 


Tanner Telford’s Writing Academy. 


The words are written across the bottom, nothing fancy 
about them, just a simple declaration. I stare and a flash of 
rage fires in me. 


“You haven’t read it,” I snap. 


“No,” Kait says, a confused note in her voice. “I’m not in the 
habit of rifling through your mail.” 


“So why are you acting like I got in? Maybe this is a 
rejection letter.” 


“Oh, Tess,” Kait sighs, reaching across and rubbing my 
shoulder supportively. “I read the story you submitted. 
They’d be crazy to reject you. Come on. Open it.” 


I glance at her again, biting my bottom lip, my gaze moving 
to the three hearts she has tattooed across her chest, going 
up toward her neck. Despite everything Kaitlyn has been 
through in her life - abusive father, alcoholic mother, 
running away from home - she’s managed to fill herself 
with optimistic light, always. 


I constantly vow to myself that I’ll be more like her. 


But somehow my paranoid writers mind is always 
searching for the trick, nightmaring up the worst-case 
scenario. 


Kaitlyn knows how much this opportunity means to me. 


When I was a kid I fell in love with Tanner Telford’s books, 
especially his first novel. Published when he was only fifteen 
years old - so twenty-four years ago now, before I was born 
- Promenade in the Rain is a semi-autobiographical novel 
about Tanner witnessing his parents’ murders at the hands 
of a home invader and working to overcome his grief. 


Tanner then went on to write over a dozen novels, thrillers, 
and literary works, all of them bestsellers. On top of that, 
he’s traveled the world, hunting with tribes and sailing like 
a Viking, a modern-day Ernest Hemingway, a silver fox at 
six foot seven with wide shoulders and a muscular physique 
and piercing blue eyes that gaze penetratingly from the 
cover of Time magazine. 


And now he’s doing a creative writing boot camp. 
Here, in his home city, in our home city. 

He’s an orphan just like me. 

To be accepted by Tanner Telford ... 


A dream, it’d be a freaking dream, and now my hands are 
shaking and silly, nonsensical tears fill my eyes. 


“Oh, Tess,” Kait says, sliding up the couch and wrapping her 
arm around me. Gizmo paws at my barista shirt, clambering 
up, trying to leap up so he can lick my tears away. “I’m 
sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 


“No, it’s fine,” I murmur. “I’m just being silly. It’s like a 
Band-Aid, right? I just need to get it over with.” 


I tear open the letter and stare down at it, blinking away my 
tears, trying to still the stampeding of my heartbeat. Even 
Gizmo must sense how important this moment is because 
he stops his pawing and just stares up at me, and then 
turns and glances at the letter and beyond it, trying to 
figure out what I’m gazing so fixedly at. 


“Well?” Kait breathes, her excitement bubbling up behind 
her voice. “Hello? Earth to Tess? Jiminy Cricket on a biscuit, 
Tess, what does it say?” 


I laugh and shake my head, meeting her eyes. 
“Did you just say Jiminy Cricket?” 


“Yep, I did. And I’ll say a whole lot more cheesy farm-girl 
stuff if you don’t tell me what that damn letter says.” 


I hand it to her, unable to stop my lips from tugging into a 
smile when hers do the same. She throws herself forward 
and hugs me like the sister I never had, both of us laughing 
now, both of us knowing how important this is. 


Tanner Telford, the man I’ve looked up to since I could read, 
the man whose writing has kept me warm on too many cold 
nights to count. 


The man whose Google images result you sometimes stare 
too longingly at. 


The silver fox, the writerly alpha, the man with the muscles 
to match his brains and who is single, even though he could 


have any number of glamorous, beautiful, intellectual 
women. 


I stamp down on that wayward train of thought. 
It doesn’t matter if he’s single. 
He’d never want me. 


“I knew you’d get in,” Kaitlyn beams. “Didn’t you, Gizzy? 
Didn’t you know your amazing Mommy would get in?” 


Gizmo beams just as brightly, soaking up her attention, and 
I try to ignore the jagged nerves that start twisting in my 
head. 


I’m in now, which means I have to face the question I’ve 
spent the last month of waiting purposefully ignoring. 


What if I’m not good enough? 


CHAPTER TWO 


l anner 


“Two years is a damn long time for a writer as prolific as 
you, Tanner,” my agent says, as though I’m not aware of 
that fact, as though I don’t think about it every second of 
every day. “What is it, my man? Whatever it is, I can help 
you. Excitement, women, cars, a drug problem, hell... an 
existential crisis? I’ll have you on a mindfulness retreat so 
fast you won’t even be able to say ommmm.” 


I laugh grimly, knowing that Kenny is joking ... mostly. 


“The words just haven’t been coming like they used to,” I 
say, sitting behind the desk of the lecture hall, looking 
around the large, empty room and wondering just what the 
hell I’m doing here. 


These moments come to me, in brief flashes, these what- 
the-fuck-I-am-doing imperatives. It made sense when I 
formulated the plan—teach writing, and by teaching it 
unlock the steps necessary for putting the words on the 
page again. 


I don’t understand this block inside of me. 


I’ve made enough through writing and Hollywood 
adaptations to retire ten times over. 


Is that it? Have I become complacent? 


But then again, my sole motivation for writing was never 
the money, even if it does make life a hell of a lot easier. 


“Tanner?” Kenny says, in that way that tells me he’s said it 
several times and I’ve been ignoring him, lost in thought. 


“Pm here,” I sigh. 


“T just don’t know if teaching a class is the best use of your 
time.” 


“You mean that teaching a class doesn’t earn you a 
commission, and I’m your best-selling client, and you just 
bought a second holiday home in Malta.” 


Kenny chuckles shamelessly. “Okay, fine. Yeah, I mean all of 
that too. But still—” 


“T don’t know if it’s the best use of my time either,” I cut in. 
“But I’m burnt out on traveling and I’m burnt out on 
reading and now it seems like I’m burnt out on writing, too. 
So what the fuck else am I supposed to do? Maybe I can 
inspire somebody. Maybe I can help somebody. Writing 
saved me. Maybe it can save them, too.” 


I can hear him thinking, But that doesn’t sound very 
profitable. 


And he’s right, at least in the way he defines profit. 


I stand up, pacing up and down the front of the lecture hall 
like a caged animal. My suit hugs me tightly, making me feel 
ready to explode any second. 


Even the punishment of the workout I put myself through 
this morning does little to quiet my whirring restlessness. 


“You know I'll always support you,” Kenny says. “And you 
know I’ve got to make these little fishing calls, too, to see if 
you’ve had any bites recently. I’ll leave you to it, Tanner. I 
didn’t mean to piss you off.” 


“You haven't,” I tell him. “Trust me, Kenny, I want to write 
just as badly as you want me to.” 


I hang up and place the phone on the desk, stopping for a 
moment to glance at my notepad, the way I always write my 
first drafts, ever since I was fifteen years old and writing 
was the only way to deal with the trauma tearing like a 
tsunami through the structure of my life. 


But now I feel nothing, not the barest flicker on a candle. 


I drop down onto the floor and start doing push-ups, 
ignoring the burn in my arms and my chest from the 
workout this morning. Punishing my body is the only way to 
tug my mind away from my confusing inability to write, this 
ennui that has settled like a cold mist over my soul. 


What are you looking for, Tanner? 


I fire the question into my mind over and over, a bullet that 
never hits its mark. 


All I know is that I’m looking for something, or perhaps 
even someone. 


But the idea of finding a woman has been laughable to me 
for years. 


I’ve never found one that lights me up with the passion of 
writing, of traveling, of fighting, of doing. 


The thought that I’m a sexist, impatient piece of shit has 
occurred to me more than once. 


But that doesn’t change the fact that no woman has ever 
triggered anything inside of me, anything primal, anything 
that calls to me like the wild does. 


I stand up, stretching my arms out, and then pause when I 
see that somebody is watching me from the doorway of the 
lecture hall. 


I glance at the clock. 
Thirty minutes to class. 


The only reason I’m even in here so early is that I thought 
the lecture hall might bring me back to my college days 
when my furor for writing reached an apex and I published 
my fourth novel, and my second most acclaimed after 
Promenade. 


I glance back at the door, at the pair of eyes staring 
through the pane of glass. 


And then they’re gone, withdrawn as though in shy retreat. 


I walk across the lecture hall and grab the door handle, 
telling myself to be as polite and personable as I’m capable 
of being. 


But that’s getting more and more difficult lately, because 
not being able to write is like having a large part of my 
personality torn away from me, and now there are bitter 
instincts rising within me to take it out upon the world, and 
the people in it. 


These are my students. 


And every one of them has talent, even if its inchoate talent 
ready to be watered and yet to flourish. 


I’m here to help them. 


I throw open the door and the watcher steps back, letting 
out a confused noise. 


I let out a noise, too, but mine is deep and growly and 
sounds beast-like. 


I stare. I fucking stare and I keep staring. 
Please don’t let her be a student. 


My heartbeat drums heavier than it did kayaking toward a 
deathly waterfall or sneaking through the jungle with the 
deadliness of nature teeming all around me. 


It beats like it’s trying to break my ribcage as I stare at the 
future mother of my children. 


She’s mine. 


My first urge is to grab her and tackle her into the lecture 
hall, as though time has reversed thousands of years and I 
can just claim her here, now, take what’s rightfully mine, 
and thrust my seed into her aching womb. 


She’s at least a head and a half shorter than me with big 
brown eyes and hair the color of oak, her hair wavy and 
messy around her shoulders, pulled back behind her ears 
as though in a hurry. Her lips are unsure, cute, and 
goddamn downright endearing. She wears jeans that hug 
tightly to her curvaceous hips, the sort of hips a man can 
bury his hands in, the sort of hips made for bringing life into 
this world. Her T-shirt is pink and baggy and yet it outlines 
the voluptuous grab-me-now majesty of her breasts all too 
clearly. 


My manhood gives a thrum and I find myself biting down, as 
though that way I can withhold this cacophony of need 
roaring through me. 


What the fuck is happening to me? 


For an absurd, insane moment I think she’s cast a spell on 
me, the effect is so overpowering. 


“T’m sorry,” this angel says. “I didn’t mean to spy.” 
A shield of irony. 


That’s my only hope of holding myself back from doing what 
every fiber in me is roaring at me to do. 


Take her, own her, fuck her, impregnate her. 


I smirk like I don’t give a damn, when really - suddenly - I 
give all the damns in the world. 


“Then why were you spying?” I banter. 


Her cheeks redden and she opens her mouth, closes it, then 
opens it... She glares and then deflates. The whole thing 
acts like a strange hypnosis on me. 


I feel taut like I could snap, and I’m paying more attention 
to her than I normally pay to anything, gazing into her 
chocolate colored eyes, reading the glinting light there, 
sassiness warring with nervousness. 


“Okay, so I can’t think of a good lie,” she says. “I guess you 
could say I’m not used to seeing men in expensive suits 
doing push-ups... yeah, let’s go with that.” 


I make my smirk wider, trying to project that I don’t care, 
not one bit. 


But somehow I already care too fucking much. 


“Its a good thing you’re here, then, because lying is one of 
the greatest skills a writer can possess.” 


I’m speaking from very recent experience, because if I 
didn’t lie to this woman, I’d tell her right now that she 
belongs naked in my bed, lying on her back with those 


bouncy breasts bare for me, her sex wet and ready for the 
burning heat of my manhood. 


“You are here for the creative writing class?” I say. Please 
say no. “Or do you just make a habit of sneaking around 
community college hallways, seeing who you can spy on?” 


“No, no,” she says hurriedly, cheeks flaming even redder, 
some of the hue even spreading to her neck, a vivid color 
that makes me want to follow it down under her Tshirt. “I 
mean, yes. I’m here for the class. I’m early. The buses, you 
know.” 


I came here by motorcycle, but I’m hardly about to brag 
about that. 


Having been born dirt-poor, I know how much that can 
sting. 

“TIl never punish anyone for being early,” I tell her. “What’s 
your name?” 


“Tess White,” she says. “I wrote—” 


a 


—‘Portraits of the Dead’,” I finish. “I remember it. It was 
spooky.” 


“Spooky-good or spooky-bad?” 


“Spooky-good,” I assure her. “Please, feel free to get 
yourself comfortable in the lecture hall. I just need to go 
and handle a few things.” 


“Um, okay.” 


I walk past her before the conversation can go on any 
longer before she can look down and see how rock-fucking- 
solid my manhood has become already. 


If she wasn’t my student, I’d have her bent over the desk, 
her jeans pulled down just enough to give me animalistic 


access to her greedy heat. 
But I’m her teacher. 


Can I fight this? 


CHAPTER TAREE 


| ess 


When class starts I find a seat right at the back, praying 
that Tanner doesn’t notice me as the other students file in. 


He sits behind the desk, staring down at his notepad, his 
pen lying untouched next to it. 


I stare at him, heart beating a mad contralto in my chest, 
wondering if this is why he hasn’t published a book in over 
a year. The way he’s looking at that notepad, it’s like there’s 
rage spinning a maelstrom through his body, his jaw tight. 


I wish I’d stop tingling. 


Tingling is a childish way to put it, perhaps, but it’s what I 
feel as I sit here, my sex consumed with maddening 
sensations every time my gaze moves over him. 


Clad in his silver suit, his hair peppered with the same 
shade - swept to the side, wild and yet severe and manly at 
the same time - he looks like a muscular behemoth barely 
constrained in a suit of armor. As he toys with his pen but 
notably doesn’t pick it up, it looks just like that in his hands. 


A toy. 


And I can’t stop my mind from catapulting into the 
possibility that I could be a toy in his eyes. Toyed with, 
played with—used in any way he wants. 


Uh, more tingles. 


Clean shaven and with his ice blues seeming even more 
penetrative in real life than they do in photos, he sets my 
body ablaze. 


But inevitably feelings of embarrassment accompany the 
flaming lust, my mind returning to the way he caught me 
gaping at him, captivated by the way his giant body moved 
so fluidly with each push-up, as though he’s carved of metal, 
a machine, and yet he’s too freaking alive to be a machine. 


Heat burned from him as we stood bare inches from each 
other, this man I’ve admired my whole life, standing right 
there, so real I could reach out and touch him. 


I could smooth my hands down his muscular torso and feel 
his rock-like abs pressing through his shirt, and then down, 
further, over his pants and feel the size of him, throbbing, 
rock hard. 


But he wouldn’t be rock hard for you, would he, dork? 


I wince when I realize I’ve bitten the end of my pen into 
oblivion, a plastic mess with flakes of black peppering my 
notepad like malformed autumn leaves. I wipe it clean and 
forcibly place my pen down, focusing on the classroom 
instead. 


There are around thirty of us of all ages and genders and 
ethnic groups. One lady who sits down could be at least 
ninety, her hair a confident snowy white and her bearing 


dignified and almost haughty. She lays her cane aside and 
folds her hands, waiting for Tanner. 


Mr. Telford, I correct myself. He’s your teacher remember. 


And now my mind is doing even more sordid backflips, 
imagining Tanner Telford with me bent over the desk, a 
ruler in his hand as he tells me I’ve been bad, so freaking 
bad, and the only way he can make it better is to spank me 
raw until I’m soaked and ready to take him, all of him, and— 


“Shall we begin?” Tanner says, voice gruff. 
Immediately the general chatter of the room falls quiet. 


All eyes turn to Tanner, who remains seated, but watching 
the class quietly now like a wolf with all the time in the 
world. 


“Most of you will know,” he says after a long pause, “that I 
have never taught a class before. I have no experience 
teaching. What I do have experience in is writing, and I 
know that the most important thing, in the beginning, is to 
have a why. This isn’t some New Age bullshit. This isn’t 
purely philosophical. This is the fuel that’ll keep you going 
on those days when the words won’t come...” 


Here he pauses, rising languidly to his feet. 


For a moment I almost think those glinting eyes move to the 
rear of the room, settling on me. His jaw tightens and his 
eyes blaze and I feel a spear of heat move from my clit to 
my belly and my nipples and then my mouth, making me 
bite my lip momentarily. 


I stop, knowing I must look like an idiot, and avert my gaze. 


“So if anyone has a why, let’s hear it. There’s no need to 
raise your hands.” 


I’m able to recede even more into the background as the 
classroom lights up, most of the students eager to share 
their writing philosophies. 


Several of them freely admit that they want to make writing 
a career. 


“There’s no shame in that,” Tanner says. “To be a 
professional is a hell of a thing.” 


The elderly, dignified lady wants to write for her 
grandchildren. I notice that Tanner’s smirk becomes less 
edged at that, more human, and I feel a swelling of emotion 
in my chest that, if I was smart, I'd kill stone-dead. 


He. Will. Never. Want. You. 


Maybe I should get that tattooed on the inside of my 
eyelids. 


Three separate women, all as or nearly as gorgeous as 
Kaitlyn, all thin and toned and leaning forward suggestively 
toward Tanner, basically tell him that they want to write 
because he inspired them. 


“You’re my hero,” a sparky red haired woman tells him, 
nibbling the end of her pen... far more seductively than I 
gnawed on mine. “I’ve always wanted to tell you that.” 


I watch Tanner’s face, but I’m unable to tell how he feels 
about this. His expression remains neutral, almost animal- 
like in the way he doesn’t react. 


He puts his arms behind his back and I let out a relieved 
breath, willing the anxious thrumming of my nerves to slow 
down now that I know he’s not going to ask me for my 
reason. 


But then he pauses and glances at the back of the class. 


I squirm under his gaze, feeling it drill into me, for an 
insane moment thinking that he knows I’ve been fantasizing 
about him and he’s not happy about it at all. 


He stares and stares and I begin to notice people around 
me turning, silently asking why he’s staring, what’s so 
special about her. 


Is he angry with me for spying on him earlier? 
This really hasn’t gotten off to a good start. 

“And how about you, Tess?” 

Shivers course through me at the use of my name. 


“M-me?” I mutter, like a village bumpkin who hasn’t quite 
grasped what we’ve been doing for the past ten minutes. 


“Why do you want to be a writer?” he says, growls, and I 
just know that he’s trying to humiliate me after the spying 
debacle. 


I feel my cheeks flush and then spread down my neck, the 
most annoying habit in the world because it always 
telegraphs to everybody in the room that I’m sinking 
deeper and deeper into a putrid vat of anxiety. 


“T don’t know,” I murmur. 
Somebody sniggers. 
Even Firecracker Red rolls her eyes 


“T mean,” I go on, “I know I have to write. I’ve always 
wanted to be a writer. But I don’t have one specific reason.” 


He stares even harder, his lips trembling. 


His hands are clenched into fists and I imagine him telling 
me that’s not good enough, leaping over the desks and 


chairs like an unchained beast - muscles heaving, teeth 
bared - and telling me to get the hell out of his class now. 


His muscles tense and throb and I see his arms straining in 
his suit jacket. 


“Okay, then,” he says, turning away as though it takes an 
effort, like part of him would really like to give me a piece of 
his mind. 


I want a piece of something else, though. No, not a piece— 
the whole damn thing. 


I sit back, letting out a breath, and grip the edge of the 
desk to stop myself from reaching for my pen and 
destroying it more than I already have. 


I’ve envisioned meeting my idol countless times, and it’s 
never gone like this. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


l anner 


I pace around my penthouse apartment, the place bare 
since I’ve spent so much of my life overseas, or traveling up 
and down the country for book tours, always moving, 
always running away from something ... 


That night. 


It was the night that birthed my most successful novel, even 
now almost twenty-five years later. I’ll be forty this year and 
Promenade in the Rain was written when I was fifteen years 
old, a project that consumed me and helped me deal with - 
or ignore - the gory scenes I witnessed that night. 


I remember the blood and the screaming, and I remember 
putting that in the book, changed. 


The father stood over the man who’d murdered his wife, I 
wrote, and as he stood there, he knew that both of them 
would be dead soon. It came over him with a certainty that 
was almost religious, that at the end of this fight, they 
would bleed out and... 


That was the first draft. 


It was changed after that, but the events remained the 
same. 


The father killed the killer and then later died of his 
injuries. It was a bloody fight. 


The son - me - a coward hiding in his bedroom. 
The killer was a random, faceless psychopath. 
Fiction is always less tangled than life. 


Now, I return to my desk that overlooks the city, the sky 
tinged reddish with the end of the day, the city glowing 
warmly. 


I glance at the page, waiting. 


I thought that I might be able to distract myself from the 
overwhelming lust that’s burning through me like wildfire 
by writing, but all I can think about is the way she looked in 
class, the vivid blush that spread over her neck, the 
tempting way she bit her lip. 


“T don’t know,” she’d said. 


The honesty of her answer infused me with even more fire, 
and now it’s still burning, raging, hours later. 


To grab those wide hips and throw her onto my desk, push 
her down and roughly tear off that pink T-shirt, to reveal 
her bra and then tear that off, too, lose myself in those 
breasts, bury my face in them and suck and bite and do that 
for half an hour alone, teasing her, making her crazy with 
desire and then finally feeling how wet I’ve made her, 
smelling her tangy scent in the air, and then going down, 
tasting it, oh, fuck, tasting it.. 


The desk shivers in my iron grip and my knuckles blaze 
white. 


My manhood is a stiff rod in my pants, so much tension it 
feels like I could explode. 


I need to fuck her wet heat. 

I need to taste her. 

I need to lick her cream from her pussy. 
I’m fucking dying here. 


I stand and pace around the apartment, going to the 
sparsely decorated bedroom and changing into some 
workout gear. I feel my muscles tensing and throbbing as 
though awaiting an animal release, and I know that if Tess 
were to inexplicably walk in here now I’d take her, take 
every inch of her hot, impossible-to-ignore flesh. 


I’d paint her curves with my tongue, feeling her shiver, 
sliding my hand over the goosebumps of her skin. 


I step into my personal gym and I add even more strain to 
my already-strained muscles, my body telling me that I’m 
overdoing it. 


But I don’t give a damn. 


Hauling more weights onto the bar and straining with 
everything I have is the only way to quiet my thoughts... 


Usually. 


But now I can’t help but hear my savage grunting that fills 
the room and wish it was directed toward her. 


The other women in the class hold no interest for me, none 
whatsoever. Even as I noticed them trying to get my 


attention, one even crossing her legs over and over in her 
pathetically short skirt, I didn’t care, I don’t care. 


I only want her. 


Because she belongs to you, a voice rages in my mind as I 
do my thirtieth rep. She’s yours now as much as your pen 
and your novels and your aching muscles. Take her. Use her 
to satisfy your pleasure and give her greedy helpings of her 
own. 


I grunt and toss the weight bar onto the floor, flying to my 
feet and pacing through the apartment. 


All night it’s been leading to this. 
I can’t stop. 


I feel like a man possessed as I tear my clothes off and climb 
into the shower, turning it up hot, hotter, as though by 
scalding my body I can purge my mind of thoughts of Tess. 


Even if this is not a typical course - I’m not a college 
professor - there’s still the obvious glaring problem that 
she’s my student. She’s come to the class to learn about 
writing, not to become the monomaniacal fixation of her 
teacher. 


But even as I try to tell myself this, my manhood is swelling 
and my tip tingles like fucking mad, roaring at me to plunge 
deep into her gorgeous fleshy folds. 


That’s what she is. 


Gorgeous, her body made for grabbing and massaging and 
exploring. 


To sink my hands into her hips, fill the juicy beautiful 
meatiness there, to grip tightly and watch as she shivers— 
and how the shivers make her breasts jiggle alluringly, her 


thighs doing the same, her whole body imploring me to 
touch her, to please her, to taste her, to own her. 


I close my eyes and picture her in the shower, naked, the 
water dripping down her breasts and beading at the end of 
her nipples. In my mind I prowl across the bathroom and 
take her breasts in my hands, squeezing onto her nipples, 
making them hard as she wriggles and writhes for me. 


“Fucking bend over, now,” I roar next, the animal inside of 
me unleashing. 


I can’t stop myself. 


I reach down and grab my cock and start stroking furiously, 
pumping my hand, everything inside of me fixated on the 
world of imagination filling my mind. 


I’ve always had a very vivid imagination. 


I spin her around and she sticks her ass out, my curvy 
fuckable queen knowing exactly what her beast requires. 
She looks at me over her shoulder, her wet hair falling 
across her back, shifting her hips from side to side, 
tempting me. 


“We shouldn’t be doing this,” she moans. “But I want it so 
bad, Tanner. I don’t care that you’re my teacher. Fuck my 
tight wet pussy. Use my hole. Fill me up with your seed and 
put a baby in my belly. Take me as long as you want. Take 
me as hard as you want. Fuck me, fuck me.” 


I’m jerking my cock like a madman now, and in my mind I 
step forward and roughly grind my cock into her, grabbing 
onto those delicious ass cheeks and then spanking her, 
again, and again, spanking her so that her ass cheeks 
wobble lusciously and red handprints appear on the sinful 
glory of her flesh. 


“Ah,” I grunt, exploding my seed all over the shower wall in 
unforgivable wastefulness. 


Every last drop of it deserves to be in her womb. 


“Fuck,” I mutter, opening my eyes and grabbing the shower 
head to clean myself off. 


After washing myself, I step from the shower, beads of 
water sliding over my muscled body and pooling on the 
floor. 


I expect thoughts of Tess to settle down a bit now. 
After all, I’ve cleaned the pipes, as they say. 


But if anything they speed up, a cacophony of her in my 
mind, the way she answered the question in the lecture 
today. 


I don’t know. 


That magnetizes her to me just as much as her goddess like 
body, the bare truth of what she said. 


I just have to. 


She wasn’t trying to impress me like some other women 
tried. She was just talking, being herself. That sends a 
howling imperative directly into my mind, my goddamn 
soul. 


I just have to. 


It’s the same reason that led me to start writing when I was 
ten years old, and then to really start writing after the 
home invasion. 


I find myself wanting to know more about her, everything 
about her, to fuse her to me. 


Forever. 


I return to my desk and sit down, staring at the blank page, 
knowing that the words won’t come. 


The only thing I can focus on is her, her, her. 
Over and over, she sighs and sings and creams in my mind. 
Again and again, I devour her. 


And she screams at me to do it harder, deeper, to take every 
part of her. 


Fuck. 


This is getting too damn difficult and it’s only day one. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


| ess 


For the next lesson - three days after the first one - the 
class sits outside, the afternoon unusually warm and sunny 
even for this time of year. The world is infused with a yellow 
glow and we all face Tanner, standing at the front without 
his suit jacket on, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal the 
corded firmness of his muscles. 


I sense myself shifting on the spot as I gaze at him, Gizmo 
sitting in my lap since Kaitlyn is working back-to-back shifts 
and I don’t like to leave him on his own for too long. He lies 
on his back, fur covered paws extended in the air and 
almost purring as I stroke his belly. 


Three days... 


Three days of thinking about you, Tanner. Three days of 
imagining the searing rage on your face turning to searing 
something-else. Three days of wishing you’d see me as 
more than a student. 


“Now that we’re all settled,” Tanner says, his voice carrying 
easily over the community college green. Around us, other 


students walk up and down the paths, a few riding bikes 
and one person roller skating happily by. “Let’s discuss 
what we'll be doing today.” 


I notice Firecracker Red leaning back in her summer dress, 
highlighting the litheness of her legs, leaning up on her 
elbows, and letting the hot pink strap of her bra fall over 
her shoulder. 


I sit there feeling ungainly and unattractive in comparison, 
dressed in jeans and a baggy Tshirt. I have to tell myself 
over and over that it doesn’t matter. We’re not here to vie 
for the attention of Tanner Telford, at least not in that way. 


We’re here to learn. 
Focus, Tess. 


Gizmo peers up at me, tongue hanging out, head cocked. I 
realize I’ve stopped rubbing his belly and promptly start 
again before the little man can kick up a fuss. He closes his 
eyes and picks up his soft groaning. 


“Tt might seem a little childish,” Tanner goes on, “but I want 
to start with a writing exercise that explores the concept of 
authorial ownership. Starting out, most - or at least many 
writers - are married to the idea that their work is their 
love child. So what we’re going to do is pair off and write a 
very short piece of work together, one sentence at a time. 
I’m sure many of you did this when you were kids and 
maybe you think you’re above it. But much of being a writer 
is about reclaiming what you lost when you grew up, that 
sense of wonder, the majesty of imagination.” 


I stare as he talks, his strong jaw covered in a light 
smattering of salt and pepper. His swept hair seeming more 
relaxed today, more natural. Everything about him exudes 
casual power, as though he decided a long time ago he’d 


never back down, never be nervous, never be susceptible to 
the things that we normies have to worry about. 


My heart pounds and tingles dance all over me. 


Stop hero worshipping. You’re here to learn. You’re here to 
work. 


“So lets all pair off, shall we?” 


A familiar sensation falls over me as I watch the rest of the 
class drift toward the social groups they’ve already 
established. Just like in high school, I find myself sitting 
alone, some cruel thread of anxiety in me preventing me 
from making the first move and offering to pair up with 
somebody. 


And then I realize, with a pang in my chest, that everybody 
has already paired up and I’m just sitting there. I turn down 
to Gizmo, running my hand over his ears, under his furry 
chin. 


“Just you and me, huh, buddy?” 


“The only rule is that each of you must write one sentence 
each,” Tanner calls over the class. 


I stare down at Gizmo, as though looking away will let 
everybody know that I’ve been left out. 


Just like high school. 


Then a shadow moves over us, blotting out the sun, and 
Gizmo lets out a small whimpering noise that people who 
don’t know him would think means he’s anxious or 
distressed. But I’ve come to associate that noise with his 
favorite toy or anticipation of a treat. 


Excitement makes him yip again and then he rolls over, 
pawing at the shadow’s pant leg. 


I look up at Tanner, his icy blues biting into me, melting 
something inside of me, making me feel tongue tied and 
dorky immediately. 


“Who’s this, then?” he asks, his tone unreadable. 
Which is, I guess, an improvement on anger. 
Maybe he’s letting the whole spying-on-him thing go. 


“Gizmo,” I tell him. “Named after the Gremlin. Say hello, 
Gizzy.” 


Gizmo is already saying hello, pawing madly, and Tanner 
looks at me with a questioning tilt of his head. Somehow - 
like we’re animals in a mating ritual - I read the gesture 
and nod. He leans down, coming close enough for me to 
smell the muskiness of his cologne and then another smell, 
a manly scent drifting all around me, tempting me. 


He holds Gizmo to his face and lets him give him a lick and 
a sniff, and then laughs deeply, the most wonderful sound in 
the world. 


He’s tall, he’s handsome, he’s intelligent, he’s ripped as 
hell, he’s successful, he’s rich ... and now my freaking dog 
loves him. 


How am I supposed to stop these crazily unrealistic 
thoughts? 


I notice several of the other students glancing over 
jealously, but luckily we’re all spread out enough that I can’t 
hear their mumbled criticisms. 


“So it seems I’ve got no other choice, Tess,” he says, slowly 
kneeling and then sitting down next to me on the grass. 
“We’ll have to work on this activity together. Unless Gizmo 
here is an especially clever dog?” 


“Oh, he’s clever,” I say, a bantering note in my voice, 
ignoring the shivering eel-like frenzy of my pulse in my 
neck, ignoring the annoying redness spreading predictably. 
“But he hasn’t quite mastered English yet.” 


“So it’s decided, then,” Tanner declares. “Let’s get started.” 


A two-pronged pang sounds inside of me as Tanner stares 
at me, first because Gizmo has settled comfortably into his 
lap and secondly because this can’t freaking be happening. 


I try to bolster myself with comforting words, that I can do 
this, that sitting opposite my idol and my writing teacher 
doesn’t provoke a series of nerve-tingling sensations to riot 
all over my body. 


Gizmo is oblivious, squirming, and making his unique purr 
type noises as Tanner absentmindedly strokes him. 


“He likes you,” I murmur. 


“Tve always loved dogs. We had one ... Well, that doesn’t 
matter now.” 


But I already know. 


They had a dog when the home invader broke into their 
house, and sadly the dog met with a bloody end, just like his 
parents. Tanner was in his bedroom when it happened, a 
terrified teenaged boy, calling the cops and then doing what 
any sane person would do, hide. 


And yet I’ve read Promenade countless times and a passage 
returns to me now, sometime after the main character’s 
parents’ death, widely agreed to be based on Tanner and 
his mom and dad. 


Shame, he wrote, was what the boy felt as he stood there, 
the rain hammering the promenade behind him. It was an 
all-consuming shame and as he stared out onto the sea, the 


rain lashing like Valkyries were dashing through the air and 
ignoring him, he saw a thousand scenarios shape in the 
raindrops, a thousand ways he could have saved them. But 
he hid. He hid and he hated himself and he hated himself 
more when he realized he wouldn’t end it, wouldn’t join 
them. He was scared. That was the truth. 


I force the passage from my mind, and also force the insane 
instinct to reach across and place my hand atop his, telling 
him it’s okay, he doesn’t have to be ashamed. 


I face him with as much bravery as I can, screaming at 
myself to stop biting my lip. 


“Do you want to start?” he asks. 
“No,” I blurt, without thinking. 


His smirk tics and I imagine him thinking, So first, you spy 
on me and now you're going to make this difficult. 


His forearms are bulging with some repressed something, 
anger, impatience, the muscles pulling on his skin like vines 
or roots, primeval and powerful. 


Claim me, a mad thought roars, claim me now, Tanner. 


“Okay, I should rephrase that,” he says. “You’re going first, 
Tess.” 


“Is that an order, professor?” 


He winces slightly at the use of the word professor, as 
though it makes him feel old. The desire to tell him I don’t 
care about his age rises within me, that I love how much 
older he is than me, the silver in his hair making him look 
sophisticated and experienced. 


But of course, he doesn’t care what I think about his age. 


He probably wasn’t even wincing. 


It was just me reading too much into things like I always do. 
“Yes,” he growls, eyeing me closely. “It’s an order.” 


I open my notepad and pick up my pen, hand trembling 
Slightly. “Okay, I will be the scribe, then?” 


“Sure.” 


I swallow and hover my pen over the page. I notice him 
staring firmly at it, and I wonder if he’s thinking about his 
writer’s block, which has been the talk of the literary world 
for over a year now, ever since he failed to publish his 
thirteenth novel. 


It’s not ready, he’d told a reporter. And I’m not sure it ever 
will be. 


“The woman had never felt good enough,” I say. “How about 
that, for a first line?” 


“Tt’s your choice,” he says. 
“Okay, then,” I murmur, and then I write it down. 


I turn to him expectantly, praying that he doesn’t laugh or 
tell me the woman is right, she isn’t good enough. 


“And today it was no different, standing with her arms 
wrapped around her body, trying to close out the world,” he 
murmurs and then shakes his head. “That’s not very fucking 
good.” 


“Hey,” I say, surprising myself with the teasing playfulness 
in my voice. “No editorializing. We’re just here to write, 
remember? This story isn’t your love child.” 


“Using my own logic against me,” he says, and his smirk 
fires again. His eyes glint. “Fair enough. Write it down.” 


I write it down and then say, “She turned from the mirror 
and regarded her mother and her maid of honor, expecting 
them to be laughing at her.” 


“But they weren’t,” Tanner snarls, “and they couldn’t be, 
because the truth was there was a beauty in her that 
transcended what she thought of herself, a beauty in her 
that turned men savage and fucking wild, and made them 
want to...” 


Want to what? 
Oh, God, are you talking about me? 


He trails off and then bites down, as though a hundred 
sentences are vying for dominion over his kissable rugged 
mouth and none of them are winning. 


He sighs and stands up slowly, cracking my heart a little 
when Gizmo climbs off and comes trotting back over to my 
lap. 


“I... I think that’s enough, folks,” Tanner says loudly, 
turning away from me, his hands trembling. “Now let’s talk 
about what it all means.” 


But as he gives the explanation - that authorial ownership 
is fluid, depending on one’s writing process - I search for a 
deeper meaning. 


I think about his words and the sudden, flaring passion that 
infused his voice. 


And for a few unlikely moments I wonder if he is interested 
in me as more than a student. 


I let my mind wander and drift and then the fire alarm 
blares across the green. 


Gizmo. 


But the thought comes too late. 


The siren has already startled the little Chi-Poo into making 
a mad dash for the exit, for the road. 


I jump to my feet and let out a scream. 


CHAPTER SIX 


l anner 


I went too far, I think as I strode away from Tess, my 
manhood flooding and my heart beating in primal tremors. 
She knows I fucking want her. 


Now I take in the scene at a glance, the fire alarm causing 
her dog to run, a friendly as hell little pooch with an 
adorable face and cute ears, and now he’s sprinting toward 
the gate that leads to the road, traffic zipping by. It’s a 
common response in dogs, I know, when flight beats fight 
and suddenly they’re running and all they know is they have 
to keep running. 


I quickly dart across the lawn, leaping over the barricade to 
the cycle path and then running around to cut off Gizmo. 
The dog turns and sees me running, and I hold out my 
hand, firmly telling him, “Stay, stay, boy. Stay.” 


Luckily Tess must’ve already taught him this command 
because I’m able to stalk closer, and closer, and then 
smoothly lean down and scoop the little guy up. 


I turn to find Tess panting a few feet from me, tears in her 
eyes, her mouth opening and closing slowly. 


“I’m ... Jesus, I just got distracted. Gizmo. I’m so sorry, boy. 
I’m so sorry.” 


“He’s okay,” I tell her, imagining how right it’d feel to reach 
across and smooth the tears from her cheeks. “Aren’t you, 
little man?” 


Tess walks over to me and holds her hands out for Gizmo. 
As I hand him over - settled down now, looking at us like 
we’re the crazy ones for not running - I feel the brush of 
her hands against mine. 


The contact fires a savage instinct inside of me. 
That hand belongs around my throbbing hot cock. 
I swallow and beat that thought down. 


This isn’t the time, not when her dog was just so close to 
getting hurt. 


She talks with Gizmo in a cooing voice that stabs into me, 
conjuring vignettes of her talking the same way to our 
children, leaning over the crib with her singsong voice and 
the burning empathy of her soul evident in her tone. 


“God, thank you so much, Tanner—Mr. Telford,” she 
whispers, kissing Gizmo on top of the head and then staring 
at me with her glistening eyes. 


“Tanner,” I growl, more passionately than I intend. “You 
were right the first time.” 


She flinches, a look of indecision warping her features. 


I look past her to the class, standing there, all watching us 
closely, too closely, it feels, for a moment this intimate. 


The alarm has stopped now and a college official is 
announcing over the speaker system that it was an 
electrical malfunction, nothing more, sorry, et cetera. 


“How are you getting home today?” I ask, my voice deep 
and rough. 


But I can’t stop. 

It’s becoming impossible. 

“The bus,” she says. “It’s how I get most places.” 
She tilts her head at me, her eyes glimmering. 


Her kissable lips purse and it sends violent possessive urges 
teeming throughout me. 


tt Why? n 


“Let me give you a ride,” I growl, and then walk past her to 
rejoin the class, not giving her a chance to answer, not 
giving myself a chance to second guess myself. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


| ess 


I sit with Gizmo in my lap, moving my hands through his fur 
as though that can ground me and tether me to reality. 


I’m sitting in Tanner Telford’s car. 


The thought barrels into me over and over with the violence 
of unreality, as if any moment now I’m going to snap awake 
and realize that all of this - the class, Gizmo’s mad dash for 
the road, everything - has been a crazy hallucination. 


Tanner exudes dominance as he casually turns the wheel of 
the car, guiding us through the city like a man who’s never 
doubted himself his whole life. 


I have to focus on not gripping onto Gizzie too hard, 
because the tension is coursing through me like a form of 
madness. 


And if I don’t hold onto Gizmo, I might give into the 
deranged urge to reach across and smooth my hand 
through the iron of his hair, and then down his neck, over 
his broad back to feel the muscles beneath. 


And then what? 


And then, of course, he’d recoil from me and a picture of 
disgust would shatter across his expression. He’s already 
grossed out enough from me playing the Peeping 
Tomballina, so actually physically touching him might cause 
a traffic collision. 


No, I need to keep my hands to myself, or at the very least 
submerged in Gizmo’s plush white fur. 


I try and summon some words on my lips as we sit in the 
silence, the tension evident in the tightness of Tanner’s jaw. 
He’s not wearing his suit jacket, just his shirt, and his 
rolled-up sleeves proclaim the absolute power of his body. 


Sinews of muscle pluck like guitar strings as he handles the 
wheel, going all the way up to his arm and sending writhing 
want all through me. I imagine what it’d be like to have 
those hands stroke so easily over my body, pausing at my 
breasts, stroking and rubbing my nipples as his forearms 
pulse powerfully. 


“Are you okay?” Tanner murmurs. 
“Um, what?” I ask. 


The corners of his lips tic as he stops at an intersection. He 
glances over at me and his azures seem to be laughing 


“You made a noise,” he says quietly. 


“Did I?” I murmur, feeling my cheeks and my neck turn 
crimson. 


Suddenly the urge to leap from the car comes crashing 
down on me. In my mind I see myself sprinting down the 
street, into the middle of the intersection, struggling to get 
away, panic making me disoriented. 


Of all the ways I’ve envisioned meeting this man - primal, 
passionate, professional - none of them has involved me 
making weird noises in his car. 


“Yes,” he says, with those same smirking lips, so subtle I 
wonder if I’m projecting. 


He wouldn’t give me a ride home just to make fun of me... 
would he? 


But then, how do I know that? Tanner Telford’s writing 
might be beautiful and humane in places, but in others, it’s 
savage and cruel. Some of his characters delve deep into 
the dark places that make up humanity, and maybe that’s 
the part of his character that he’s letting out today. 


“A sort of whimpering noise,” he says, as the lights change 
and he turns back to the road. “But as long as you’re okay.” 


“Yes,” I murmur, wondering if it’s possible for a face to 
catch fire from blushing so much. “ Sorry.” 


His smile quirks again. “There’s no need to be sorry, Tess.” 


“Maybe I thought the world was ending,” I say, and then 
immediately wish I could pull the comment back. 


“What?” he laughs gruffly. 


“I mean—you know—not with a bang, with a whimper. I 
don’t know.” 


He laughs again, perhaps a little less gruffly. It’s hard to tell 
with the voice screaming in my head to shut the heck up 
pronto, that the last thing Tanner Telford needs is a loser 
making bad jokes in his car. 


And, on top of that, he’s my creative writing teacher. This 
isn’t exactly the best demonstration of my creativity. 


“You’re one in a million, Tess, aren’t you? Goddamn.” 


I turn to the window so he can’t see just how much redder 
that makes my cheeks. I grit my teeth and fight the urge to 
send some sarcastic barb his way. 


All I want is for this car journey to end so that I can run into 
the apartment and... 


Yes, fuck it. 


The truth is I want to retreat into my apartment and devour 
half a tub of ice cream and watch Netflix and not have to 
think about Tanner Telford’s mocking eyes for a few hours. 


One in a million. 


Of course, he means I’m the world’s biggest dork, a one ina 
million loser. 


And yet there’s a silly part of my soul that yearns for him to 
mean something else, for this alpha writer to see me as a 
one in a million partner. 


I imagine him tearing off my clothes with primal urgency, 
tossing them to the floor, and then tossing me onto the bed 
just as roughly. In my mind, he collapses atop me in a rush 
of domination, pushing my legs apart and then driving deep 
inside of me, searing, a hot bolt of passion, striking, over 
and over as I gasp and beg for more. 


And I know exactly how to please him, how to arch my hips, 
how to drive him to simmering release at the same time. 


My sex gets hot and clammy and starts to tingle. 


I swallow, forcing - trying to force - these unhelpful 
thoughts away. 


“This it?” Tanner asks. 


I turn, realizing we’ve stopped as my gaze moves over my 
apartment building. Sitting here with Tanner, it’s like I’m 


seeing it through his eyes. He must be used to penthouses 
and five star hotels, and I just know that he’s cringing 
inside at the sight of my graffiti covered building, the 
brickwork faded, the front door propped open with a brick 
because the wind keeps blowing it almost off its hinges. 


“Yep,” I murmur. “Thanks for the ride.” 


Gizmo makes a purring noise and climbs across the 
handbrake into Tanner’s lap, leaping up to put his forepaws 
on his belly and try to scramble closer to his face. 


“Gizmo...” 
“No, it’s okay,” Tanner says. 


He reaches down and picks the little bundle up, letting 
Gizmo clamber onto his face and start licking his cheek. 
Warmth blossoms inside of me, and a crazy image of Tanner 
cradling a child - my child - stabs unfairly into my mind. 


“You just want to say goodbye, too, don’t you?” Tanner says. 


“He really likes you,” I murmur, watching as Tanner places 
Gizmo in his lap and strokes him idly. “He’s normally a little 
shy.” 


“How old is he?” 


“Just a year and a half,” I say. “I got him a few months ago 
from a rescue shelter. Can you believe someone actually left 
him in a dumpster? I mean, literally ... they Jeft him in a 
dumpster. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to rant.” 


“Tess, if you tell me you’re sorry one more time...” 
He trails off, intense eyes roaming over me. 


Outside pedestrians walk back and forth, most of them with 
their heads down, blocking out this neighborhood so they 
can pass through to somewhere less grimy. Others conduct 


drug deals out in the open, barely even trying to hide it. 
Music blares from my apartment building and yet, sitting 
here with Tanner, it’s like this car has become our own 
private universe. 


“What?” I whisper, staring back at him. 


“Its just that you don’t need to tell me you’re sorry and 
definitely not for expressing yourself.” 


“Right, you’re my creative writing teacher,” I murmur. “I 
guess expressing myself is sort of the point.” 


His face tightens and I know I’ve said something else to 
bother him, but delving into my mind I emerge without an 
answer. 


He is my writing teacher. 
Anger flares inside of me. 


What right does he have to grimace at me like that when all 
I’m doing is stating a freaking fact? 


“Im sorry that I watched you doing push-ups, okay?” I 
snap. 
“What?” 


“No,” I go on, voice rising despite myself. Another voice 
whispers in my mind, Stop it, you’re embarrassing yourself. 
Temper-temper. I forge on. “I get it, Mr. Telford—” 


“Call me Tanner—” 


“I get it, Mr. Telford, I shouldn’t have watched you. But I 
was looking for class and, well, it’s a strange sight to see, 
somebody, doing push-ups in a lecture hall. I was curious. 
But I don’t see how I deserve to be...” 


I trail off, panting, my words running out of steam. 


“Deserve to be what?” he snarls. 


Gizmo tilts his head at me, waiting for an answer just as 
much as Tanner is. Tanner’s face is even tighter now. 


His jaw is clenched and his eyes are moving up and down 
my body, as though evaluating just how sickening he finds 
me. I feel my breasts bulging out of my bra, my belly 
bulging in my shirt, and everything seeming too big, too not 
what Tanner wants. 


If I thought I’d come to terms with being the unwanted, not 
traditionally attractive girl, being scorched by Tanner’s 
dismissive gaze tells me just how wrong I am. 


“T don’t know,” I sigh. “Listen, thanks for the ride. Come on, 
Giz.” 


I reach across and scoop Gizmo into my arms, cradling him 
to my chest like a shield. He whines contentedly and starts 
curling up, as though getting ready for a nap. 


“Wait,” Tanner growls, his tone the kind which isn’t to be 
ignored. 


Or what? 


My writer’s mind spirals and then suddenly I’m bent over, 
sticking my ass out, and he’s behind me with his belt 
wrapped around his fist. Shirtless, sweat trickling down 
between his pectorals and over his abs, and with his free 
hand he grabs my ass cheeks, massaging them, toying with 
them. 


“You'll do what I say when I tell you to,” he snarls, 
unspooling the belt ready to spank me. 


“Why?” I whisper, tugging my mind back to the present. 


A look comes into his eyes, a flicker of light as if he’s going 
to say something significant. But then the look fades and his 
smirk touches his lips instead. 


“Because you’re being damned rude, that’s why,” he says. 
“Are you really about to just storm out of here without 
inviting me up for a drink?” 


“Do you want to come up for a drink?” I counter. 
What sort of game is he playing? 
“TIl see how I feel when you make the offer,” he banters. 


I find myself mock glaring, almost as though we’re flirting, 
almost as though the author of my favorite novel is playing 
games with me. I want to sink into the moment and flirt 
back, but there’s always this niggling feeling that he’s 
laughing at me. 


Maybe this is research for his book, a bitter voice hisses 
inside of me. He’s writing a dorky, curvy character and so 
he wants to see one up close. That makes more sense than 

. than what, you silly girl, than him being attracted to 
you? Are you freaking insane? You think Tanner Telford 
could be attracted to someone like you? 


“T’m waiting,” he grins wolfishly. 


“Are you going to fail me if I don’t invite you up, hmm?” I 
can’t help but sass, even as my instincts roar at me to be 
quiet. 


“I guess you’ll just have to take your chances,” he says, 
clearly enjoying this. 


“Fine,” I huff. 
Don’t invite him up. He’s laughing at you. 
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“Tanner, Tess,” he whispers, a ferocity beneath the words 
that makes no sense to me. “Call me Tanner.” 


“Tanner, then,” I say, lips dry, wishing he’d kiss away the 
dryness. “Would you like to come up to my cruddy 
apartment to have a drink of water because we'’re all out of 
soda?” 


“Tess,” he says, leaning close. 


His smell wafts over me, musky and enveloping, seeming to 
drift inside of me and trigger something, something deep, 
something I’ve never felt before. It’s like there’s this 
presence in my body, screaming out for him to get closer, an 
animal attraction I only thought existed in books and movies 
and make-believe. 


“T thought you’d never ask.” 


He climbs from the car and starts striding toward my 
apartment building. 


A moment later, I cradle Gizmo to my chest and do the 
same, wondering if I’ve slipped into a storybook. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
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What the fuck are you doing? 


I walk slightly behind Tess, every urge inside of me roaring 
to grab those swaying hips and pull her close to me, to feel 
the voluptuousness of that ass pressed against my groin. My 
manhood stiffens even more, something that should be 
impossible with how rock-fucking-solid it already was. 


All through the car ride, I tried to beat down this rising 
hunger inside of me, but any time I even glance at Tess, all 
thoughts of self-restraint are blotted. 


I’m her teacher. 


I try to hold onto that fact as if it’ll save me, but I already 
know I’m too far gone. 


This woman is going to be the mother of my children. 


This woman is who I’ve been waiting for my whole damn 
life, with her childbearing hips and her take-me-hard tits 
and hair that deserves to be tugged on carnally and 
playfully as I hammer her from behind. 


Fuck, just to think of her bent over, that juicy meaty ass 
bare for me, the glistening wetness of her pussy winking 
pinky ... 


“Home sweet home,” she says, turning to me with Gizmo in 
her arms. 


I swallow, staring at her, mentally tasting her nipples in my 
mouth. I’d suck on them softly at first, feeling her 
excitement moving through her, the little breaths and huffs 
she’d make. And then I’d get harder as her nipples pricked 
and grew solid and needy in my mouth. 


I’d bite her, suck, possess. 
You belong to me, you sexy curvy goddess. 
“After you,” I say, keeping my voice as level as I can. 


I’m pretty sure she was dropping hints in the car, bringing 
up the fact that I’m her teacher, a subtle signal that she 
knows this is inappropriate. 


But her scent can’t lie, as insane as that notion is. 


I can smell the lust rising from her body, see it in the 
widening of her eyes, the way she bites her lips, the flush of 
her cheeks. 


Maybe she’s just nervous. 
Maybe—but she’s not. 


Or, if she is, there’s a whole lot more than nerves going on 
here. 


She leads us into her apartment, a small two bedroom with 
an adjoined kitchen-living area. I feel something in my belly 
drop at the sight of the small place. 


A woman like Tess deserves a mansion. No, a palace, a 
palace befitting a fucking queen. She deserves every luxury 
this life has to offer. This apartment is too small, too 
cramped, too basic for a woman as majestic and deserving 
as my Tess. 


My Tess. 


Already, I know that she’s mine, that she belongs to me, 
body, mind, and soul. 


All of her. 


Those ass cheeks, made to be grabbed and spanked and 
licked so they’re shiny as I slide between them, finding the 
sultry warmth of her sex, ramming her, taking her until I 
look down and see that she’s squirting thick and white 
cream all down my shaft. 


“So make yourself at home,” she says, waving a hand at the 
couch, one arm of which is draped in a glittering golden 
bikini and the other covered with paperback novels. “Oh, 
drat. Sorry, let me clear this away. The bikini isn’t mine. It’s 
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my roommate's. 


“Did you just say drat?” I tease as she hurries around, 
clearing away the mess, causing her breasts to jiggle 
invitingly. 


She bends over to shove the paperbacks into a wicker 
storage unit and I have to bite down hard to stop myself 
from sliding up behind her and claiming that ass. 


“What? No.” 


“No?” I laugh, dropping onto the couch and placing my 
hand over the back. “I must be hearing things then.” 


She shoots me an endearing look, shyness at war with 
sassiness, and then nods with mock fierceness. The 


combination is a cuteness overload, combined with the 
sexiness that she exudes from her every pore, and the 
result is that my manhood gives a hard pang of desire. 


She’s the perfect woman. 


“Yep, I guess you must, right?” she giggles. “You should get 
your hearing checked.” 


“Tt must be my age,” I banter. 


“Oh, come on,” she says, rolling her eyes as she walks over 
to the kitchen. “Thirty-nine is hardly old, is it?” 


“It normally is to women your age,” I say. 


“Maybe most twenty-one year olds are immature, hmm?” 
she says over the kitchen partition. “Me, personally ... Well, 
never mind.” 


“No,” I snarl, standing up and stalking over to the kitchen 
partition. “What were you going to say?” 


She swallows, causing her flushed neck to shift. That flush 
really is driving me mad, the desire to tear off her clothes 
and explore the rest of her body, to see if it’s spread to all of 
her. It makes me wonder what the color of her sex would 
be, red-raw with excitement, or more pink and eager? 


Calm down, man. 
But I can’t. 
Not with her. 


“Just that I actually think I’d prefer a man with a little 
experience, you know?” she whispers, her words barely 
audible, nervousness trying to strangle them. “Anyway, 
enough of that. Let me get you that drink.” 


She pours us two glasses of water and we carry them to the 
couch. It’s a small piece of furniture, meaning that we end 
up side by side. Her thigh presses against my leg and 
scorching sun-hot fire surges through me, the base of my 
cock pulsing now, my shaft aching as my seed threatens to 
surge up it. 


But I’ve wasted enough seed. 
The rest belongs in her perfect heat. 


She sips her water and sets it on the table, leaning across, 
causing her breasts to shift and tempt me. Gizmo has 
already retreated into what I assume is her bedroom, the 
door cracked slightly. 


It’s just the two of us. 


“I can’t believe Tanner Telford is sitting on my couch,” she 
murmurs, folding her arms across her middle and staring 
down at the coffee table. 


“Tve gotta say,” I mutter, “when you use my full name like 
that, it really makes me feel damn strange.” 


“Sorry,” she whispers. 


“Hey,” I growl, shifting closer on the couch. “What did I say 
about the S-word, eh?” 


“Sorry—” She cuts off, glaring at me. “Okay, fine. But that’s 
way harder than you think, you know.” 


“Maybe you're right,” I say, moving closer. I can’t stop. 
“Maybe I should say sorry too.” 


“For what?” she murmurs. 


“For this,” I growl. 


She lets out a whimper as I grab her shoulders and crash 
my lips against hers. 


Her lips are soft and warm and perfect, just fucking perfect 
as she makes another muffled whimpering noise and leans 
against me. I push forward with more force, the animal 
inside howling now, unable to stop. I slide my hands up her 
thighs and grip her hips, dragging her into my lap. 


Our lips never part, our urgency driven by something 
atavistic, deeper than surface want. 


Need propels us as I grind my rock solid manhood against 
her crotch, feeling the heat and the greediness of her sex, 
her womb singing out in every subtle gesture her body 
makes. 


I grab her hips harder and we both start to move, shifting 
to the song of our pants and moans, our bodies grinding 
against each other. I press closer, closer still—there can’t be 
too little space between us. 


Every inch of her is hot and tempting and as our tongues 
battle, I feel her body somehow getting even more volcanic. 


Her moans sing out between the stolen breaths of our kiss. 
I grab onto her ass cheeks, squeezing indulgently, pushing 
them together, massaging them. 


Fuck, her ass is as juicy as I knew it’d be. 
It’s magnificent, its size, its luxuriousness. 


“T need that pussy,” I growl, kissing up and down her neck, 
biting softly. “I need to taste you, Tess. I need to feel you 
cream all over my mouth. Can you do that for me? Can you 
lie down and let me dominate your wet fucking cunt?” 


“I can’t believe this is happening,” she gasps, her hands 
stroking tantalizingly through my hair. 


“Well, it is,” I snarl. “So get used to it. I’m tired of fighting 
my urges.” 


“T thought you were disgusted with me.” 
I lean back, staring into her sparkling eyes. “What?” 


“Yeah—you know, the way you were looking at me... I 
thought you were angry.” 


“It was desire, Tess. The only thing I’m angry about is 
waiting so long to taste your lips, to feel this fuckable ass.” 


She shivers as I grip onto her ass cheeks with more 
firmness, painting them in sinful shades of irrepressible 
lust. 


I kiss her again and again the feral beasts inside of us 
taking over, our bodies writhing and grinding. And soon, I 
know, I’ll taste her, taste every inch of her needy— 


A crash. 
The door bursts open behind us. 


Tess breaks off the kiss with a scream and Gizmo starts 
yapping from the bedroom, and then sprints into the living 
room, his barks getting as deep and threatening as he can 
make them. 


I leap to my feet, fists clenched, ready to fight for my 
woman if I have to. 


CHAPTER NINE 
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I fall to the side, almost rolling off the edge of the couch as 
Tanner jumps to his feet. He’s like a predator ready for 
action, his fists clenched, his whole body tense and ready to 
explode. 


My heart was pounding like crazy before, as we sunk into 
the kiss, as his words washed over me. 


He wants me. 


It makes no sense and yet the evidence is my stinging, 
shivering lips, the imprint of his possessive hands still 
searing into my ass cheeks. 


Now my heartbeat goes into overdrive, my gaze shifting 
from Tanner to the door. 


A man stands there, about six foot and muscular, wearing a 
dirty denim jacket and faded blue jeans. His neck is covered 
in tattoos and he has a blood-red teardrop under his eye. 
His head is bald except for a little grey fuzz. He looks 


around the room, peeling his lips back over his teeth in a 
Canine gesture, and then his gaze settles on Gizmo. 


My brave little Chi-Poo has his hackles up, his ears perked 
and his stance wide as he barks at the man. 


“Quiet, you little shit,” the man grumbles. 


I instinctively move toward Gizmo, leaning down to pick him 
up. Beside me - almost silent despite his giant’s size - 
Tanner stalks closer. I realize he’s standing there just in 
case the man tries to lunge at me, and a torrent of 
protective heat surges through me despite the insane 
circumstances. 


This day can’t get any weirder. 
“Where is she?” the man snaps, turning his gaze to us now. 


“Where is who?” I snap, stroking my hand through Gizmo’s 
fur, trying to calm him as his body trembles in rage and 
anxiety. 


“My slut daughter, that’s who,” the man snaps. “I’ve just 
been to the damn strip club and they told me this is her 
address. My daughter ... working at a strip club. Fucking 
hell.” 


“You’re Dirk,” I murmur, cold goosebumps pricking my skin. 


The man smiles, flashing a golden tooth. “Yes, dear, I’m 
Dirk. Where the fuck is Kaitlyn?” 


“She’s not here,” I say, unable to keep the shiver from my 
voice. 


All the dark stories Kaitlyn has told me over the months 
come crashing back into me. She had to run across several 
States to get away from this man, this perverted twisted 
monster, and now he’s here to make her suffer even more. 


“Well then, you better tell me where she is.” 
Tanner snorts derisively. 


“What was that?” Dirk spits, his gaze snapping toward 
Tanner. He doesn’t seem intimidated despite Tanner having 
a foot of height on him, plus being fitter, leaner, whereas 
Dirk is flabby around the middle. “Say something, tough 
guy?” 


“Your daughter isn’t here,” Tanner says calmly. “And even if 
she was, we wouldn’t let you see her. You’re clearly a 
terrible fucking father.” 


“Yeah, and who the fuck are you, buddy?” Dirk bristles, 
standing up straighter and moving his hand toward his hip. 


Tanner’s eyes flit to the movement and he takes a slow step 
forward, as though getting ready to pounce. 


“That would be a very foolish thing to do.” 
Something in Tanner’s tone makes Dirk stop. 


I keep stroking my hand through Gizmo’s fur, whispering 
soothingly to him, praying that Kaitlyn is far away and 
nowhere near this apartment building. 


“She’s my daughter,” Dirk grumbles. 


“You lost the right to call her that a long time ago,” I hiss, 
unable to stop myself. “Do you know what Kaitlyn said to me 
once, Dirk? She said the day she was born was the worst 
day of her life because it meant she had to have you as her 
father. Imagine a daughter saying that. You don’t deserve to 
breathe the same air as her. You don’t deserve to breathe, 
full stop.” 


“Now listen here, you fat fucking whore—” 


Tanner makes a tsk noise as he slides forward, every 
movement primed for violence. But there’s a casual 
dancer’s ease in the way he moves, too, as he grabs Dirk’s 
hand before he can reach into his pocket. 


Dirk roars and tries to lash out with his free hand, but then 
Tanner’s hand snaps to, gripping his wrist firmly that they 
stand in a stalemate. 


Dirk winces and growls as he tries to pull his hands free, 
but Tanner is simply too strong, those muscled arms 
pinning him with ease. 


“Apologize,” he snarls. 
“For what? Speaking the—” 


Crack, and Tanner’s forehead smashes into Dirk’s nose. A 
torrent of blood explodes and gushes over his denim shirt. 
Tanner leans back, unfazed by the head-butt. 


“Tell her you’re sorry, now,” he snaps. 


Confused feelings swirling inside of me. Violence is bad, 
fine, but all my life I’ve had to endure the humiliation of 
being called names about my weight. And now here’s 
Tanner, putting an end to it, protecting me. 


“Fuck,” Dirk gasps. “You broke my nose.” 


“That’ll be the least of your problems if you don’t hurry the 
fuck up.” 


“Fine,” he wheezes. “I’m sorry, alright? Jesus. Now let go.” 


Tanner half-turns to me, silently asking me if I accept the 
apology. I nod, and then he nods and throws Dirk against 
the wall, springing back at the same time to put some 
distance between them. 


“Tt’s time you left, Dirk,” Tanner snarls. “I won’t tell you 
again.” 


“I won't forget this,” he says, voice nasally as he grips onto 
his bleeding nose. “You hear that, you motherfucker? I ain’t 
gonna forget this shit.” 


“Good for you,” Tanner says. 


Dirk backs out of the apartment and Tanner stalks to the 
door, walking into the hallway to watch him leave. I can’t 
hear anybody else in the hallway, just Dirk’s receding 
footsteps. But that doesn’t surprise me. This is the sort of 
neighborhood where people keep to themselves. 


“T need to call Kaitlyn,” I whisper. “I need to tell her that 
her dad is on a warpath. Oh, Jesus, what if he comes back 
when you’re not here?” 


Tanner shuts the door and attaches the chain since the door 
is broken and swinging on its hinges. 


Then he moves over to me and wraps me in his arms, Gizmo 
cradled between us. Stroking his fingers through my hair, 
my scalp tickling at the soothing gesture. 


“T have an apartment you can both stay in if you like,” he 
says. “It’s a three bedroom and the building has security. 
You'll be safe there.” 


“Really?” I whisper. “Why the heck would you do that?” 
“Because you’re mine, Tess,” he growls, gripping me tighter 


I stiffen as I feel the temptation of it, of being his. Gizmo’s 
body is already growing less tense with Tanner there to 
soothe us both. I feel my heartbeat beginning to slow, 
goosebumps spreading over my skin as tingling desire 
dances up my spine. 


Even now, even after what just happened, I feel the desire. 
“T’m... yours?” 


He takes my shoulders and guides me so that he’s staring 
firmly into my eyes. 


“You’re mine,” he snarls. “Let me make myself clear here. 
When I say you’re mine, I mean that you belong to me. Your 
body, your mind, your everything. If any other man tried to 
touch you, he’d have one hell of a problem. I want - no, I 
fucking need - to put a child in your belly. I know, it’s crazy. 
I know that and yet that’s how I feel... that’s how I felt the 
moment I saw you. I can’t explain it. I just know it’s true.” 


“I’m yours,” I whisper, no longer a question. 


“Call your friend. Tell her you’re moving to an apartment 
where you'll be safe.” 


“T will, I will,” I say, turning away from him, blinking away 
stupid, childish, and yet very real tears. 


“Tess,” Tanner growls, wrapping his arms around my waist 
and tugging me back to him. Gizmo purrs, happy to be back 
in the people-sandwich. “If that bastard comes back here, 
l'll break his goddamn nose again. You don’t have to be 
scared of scumbags like that.” 


“No, it’s not that. I mean—yes, it is. But it’s not just that.” 
“What, then?” he asks. 


“T don’t think you’re going to want me when you know the 
truth,” I croak, hating the way my voice breaks, hating the 
sob that distorts my words. 


“Talk to me, Tess,” Tanner demands, staring at me patiently. 


I let out a sigh and take a step back, placing Gizmo on the 
floor and then wringing my hands, the words unbelievably 


difficult to force out of my mouth. 

I’ve never admitted this to anybody apart from Kaitlyn. 
It’s too embarrassing. 

I’m twenty-one years old. 

“Tm a virgin, Tanner.” 


I turn quickly, taking my cellphone from my pocket, 
unwilling to look into his face to see his reaction. 


“T need to call Kaitlyn. Can you wait here?” 


I flee into the bedroom, feeling his eyes burning into my 
back, knowing that the chances of him still being there 
when I return are pretty freaking low. 


CHAPTER TEN 
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I watch her go, my mouth falling open and, a drumbeat 
pounding in my chest. 


The increase in my heart rate has nothing to do with that 
piece of crap Dirk. That was just a scuffle and he’s lucky he 
said sorry when he did. Otherwise, the darkness might’ve 
torn its way out of me, that twisted violent thing I haven’t 
felt since I was a teenager, the night Mom and Dad died— 
no, not died, were murdered... 


I shake my head, dislodging those thoughts. 


No, my heart is cracking like a series of lightning strikes 
because of Tess, her words banging around my mind as she 
disappears into her bedroom. 


I move over to the front door, thinking, Virgin, she’s a 
fucking virgin. 


I try to close the door, but the lock has been shattered out 
of the hinge. In the end, I settle for wedging it in place. I let 
out a sigh when I realize that there’s no way Tess and I can 


do anything else now, not here, because the idea of anybody 
pushing that door open and seeing or hearing my virgin 
queen shivering in lust sets me on a savage edge all over 
again. 


My body is still sore and starving from the contact with her, 
and now the word virgin is roaring out in my mind, over and 
over again. 


She emerges from the bedroom a few minutes later, letting 
out a sigh and still avoiding my gaze as she wanders to the 
couch. She drops down, picking at the fabric of the cushion. 


“So one of Kaitlyn’s colleagues heard Dirk arguing with her 
boss about giving him her address. She snuck out and she’s 
in a motel right now. I had like thirty missed calls from her 
trying to warn me, but my phone was on silent for class. 
And then I was... distracted. Anyway, she’s going to come 
to meet me at the apartment.” She shakes her head with 
another sigh, this one tinged with disbelief. “All of this is so 
crazy.” 


“I can give you the address now and tell the security to let 
her in,” I say. 


“Won't we cramp your style?” 
“T don’t live there,” I say. 


“You just have an empty apartment lying around?” she says, 
wringing her hands together. Then she laughs, without 
humor, a bitter noise followed by a slow shake of her head. 
“Oh, I get it.” 


“Get what?” I ask, sitting down next to her, but on the far 
end of the couch, whatever that means on a piece of 
furniture this small. “What are you talking about, Tess?” 


“Of course you’d have another apartment in the city. 
Because that way it’s easier to keep your - what shall we 
call them - meetups with the ladies of this fine city separate 
from your personal life? And I guess these women are 
pretty much all freaking stunning, aren’t they, and—” 


“Tess,” I growl. “I don’t want anyone else apart from you. I 
don’t care that you’re a virgin. No, that’s a lie.” 


“A lie?” She flinches, turning to me, her bright blues 
brimming with self-consciousness. “So you do care?” 


“Yes, I care,” I growl. “I’m fucking happy, Tess. Because you 
being a virgin means that I get to claim you, truly claim you, 
for the first goddamn time. I don’t want to think of you with 
other men, and now I don’t have to. You’re mine, mine 
alone, forever.” 


“Yeah, fine, but ...” Her shoulders sag and she shakes her 
head. “It’s stupid. With all the craziness we just went 
through, with what Kaitlyn’s going through ... I don’t know, 
it seems a little self-indulgent to talk about this now, doesn’t 
it?” 

“I don’t give a damn,” I say, sliding along the couch and 
wrapping my arm around her. 


I pull her close to me, Gizmo settling between us, and kiss 
the top of her head. I grip her shoulder hard, as though she 
could turn to mist and disappear at any moment. 


“All I care about,” I tell her, “is making you mine. Everything 
else is just background noise.” 


“Really?” she whispers. 


I claim her lips again, kissing her firmly and opening my 
mouth to consume her. Our tongues clash and stroke 
together, an unstoppable swirling dance of lust and want. I 


feel myself growing feral and all the desire in me trying to 
unleash, so I forcibly stop the kiss, panting as I stand up 
and pace over to the kitchen partition, resting my elbow 
against it. 


“What’s wrong?” she murmurs, turning around to look at 
me, hair messy around her shoulders. 


The urge to run my hands through it grabs me with 
insistent hands. 


“The door is busted,” I growl. “And that piece of shit might 
come back. You’ve got no idea how badly I need to taste 
you, Tess. But I’m not having some other motherfucker 
getting a look or a listen.” 


“Ooh, so you’re jealous.” 
“Possessive,” I snarl. “There’s a difference.” 


“You hear that Giz?” she giggles, the most beautiful sound 
in the world. She rubs the dog’s belly as his little furry legs 
stick up in the air. “Tanner Telford wants to possess me. 
Shall we let him?” 


I laugh, shaking my head ruefully. “Let me? I think we both 
know we’re too far gone for that.” 


She makes a moaning, whimpering noise, similar to the one 
she made in the car. For a blissful moment she bites her lip, 
and then she lets it go, seeming annoyed with herself for 
the gesture. 


“T’ve never felt this way before,” she says. “Ever since I was 
a little girl, I’ve never seemed to experience what everyone 
else seems to be living through, you know? I was always on 
the sidelines, reading, later writing—or trying to write. And 
then the years went by and suddenly I’m a twenty-one year 
old virgin.” 


“You don’t have to explain or apologize,” I tell her, moving 
back to the couch, but careful to keep some distance 
between us unless the claim-her-now beast within takes 
control again. 


“It is old though, right?” she murmurs. “To be a virgin, I 
mean.” 


I shrug. “I don’t give a damn, that’s all I know,” I tell her. “I 
just can’t wait to feel how tight and wet you are for me. I 
can’t wait to dive into you deeply, to feel your womb, 
making your pussy hungry for me. I can’t wait to dive in and 
—Fuck, I need to stop. I’m driving myself crazy here.” 


“And me,” she whispers. “Oh, God. But what if I’m not good 
enough?” 


“Good enough for what?” 


She shoots me a look. “The sex, Tanner. The sex and 
everything before the sex, if you catch my drift.” 


“You’re not auditioning,” I tell her. “I won’t be judging you. 
And, anyway, you don’t need to worry about that. Our 
bodies know what to do. We didn’t have to write a script for 
that kiss, did we? But it felt fucking amazing. Everything 
else will be the same, I promise. And I’m here to guide you. 
Trust me, Tess, with that smoking body and just how 
gorgeous and cute you are, we’re going to be more than 
fine. We’re going to be perfect.” 


“Smoking body,” she murmurs. “ Now you're joking.” 
“Am I?” I say. 


“Yes,” she snaps with passion, glancing at me sharply. “I’m 
one step above curvy, let’s just be real about it.” 


“What?” I say, confusion moving through me. 


Is she joking? 


“What do you mean—what?” she says. “I’m not what you’d 
call thin, am I?” 


“Who the fuck told you that you needed to be thin to be 
gorgeous?” I growl. “Who told you that your body was 
anything less than perfect? I love your curves, Tess. I love 
how full you look. I love the feel of your juicy ass, the flesh 
there to be grabbed, played with. I love your hips, perfect 
for grabbing as I ram into you and for bearing children. 
You’re the full package.” 


I stand up again. 
“Where are you going?” she asks. 


“To get you packed,” I tell her. “I hope you’ve got a suitcase 
lying around here somewhere. I need something to distract 
me from how beautiful you look right now.” 


“You’re kidding,” she says. 
tt Nope.” 


Her cheeks glow as she stands. “Can I get that address first 
... you know, for Kait?” 


“Sure,” I tell her. “I’ll call the security, too.” 


I give her the address and she texts her friend, and then I 
make a quick phone call to the building security. 


Then I walk into her bedroom to find a tattered suitcase laid 
on the bed, Tess transferring paperbacks from a big pile 
next to it. 


“T think you’ll need more than books, Tess,” I laugh. 


“And this is coming from a bestselling writer,” she giggles. 
“You hear that, Giz? We read too much.” 


Gizmo’s tongue lolls out and he glances at me, grinning. 


“T said no such thing, little man,” I say, leaning down to 
stroke his furry chin. “It’s just that unless Tess wants to 
walk around naked the entire time - which is fine with me, 
but which her friend might resent - she might want to make 
some room...” 


She tosses up her hands, aiming another mock withering 
look at me, her cheeks flushed, her eyes radiant, every 
aspect of her proclaiming, J am the mother of your children, 
Iam the woman you’ve been waiting for. 


“What the heck am I supposed to do?” she asks. “These 
books were my only friends, once.” 


Something quivers inside of me at her words, the 
recognition of them slamming into me. 


“T know the feeling,” I murmur, remembering the dark days 
after my parents’ deaths. “Okay, we’ll pack the books and 
send somebody by to collect the rest. Or I’ll buy you a whole 
new wardrobe.” 


“Really? You’d do that?” 


“Pd do anything you for,” I growl, sudden passion flaring 
beneath my words. 


Our eyes meet and then we both laugh, and we don’t have 
to discuss why we’re laughing. We both know, wordlessly, 
we know because we’re fused in a way neither of us can 
explain. And we should be able to explain, considering the 
fact that we’re both writers. We laugh because this is mad 
and yet it feels so right, too. 


“I would, too,” she says once the laughter has passed. “For 
you, I mean. How crazy is that?” 


“Fucking crazy,” I growl. “Now let’s hurry the hell up so I 
can get you someplace private.” 


She nods and we begin transferring the books, together. 


I pause when I see a copy of my first novel, Promenade in 
the Rain, clearly well loved with how often it’s been read. 


“Sue me, I’m a fan,” she says, seeing my look. “I’ve got all 
your other books, too. One is hardcopy and the rest are on 
my Kindle. You’re an incredible writer, Tanner. But 
obviously, you don’t need me to tell you that.” 


“The apartment,” I mutter after a pause, the sight of that 
well loved book triggering something inside of me. “You 
asked why I’ve got a second apartment.” 


“Yes...” 


“The truth is I bought it as a way to try and overcome my 
writer’s block. A separate place, a sanctuary away from 
where I spend my regular life. But it didn’t work. Nothing 
works.” 


She places a hand on my shoulder, giving it a supportive 
squeeze. 


“You'll write again, Tanner,” she whispers. “I know you will.” 


For the first time in over two years, I believe it, I believe I 
actually might. 


Why? 
The answer hits me with sudden certainty. 


Because I’ve never had Tess with me before. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


| ess 


“Isn’t this place just crazy?” Kaitlyn says, standing at the 
window in a silky purple bathrobe, gaping down at the city 
laid out before us. 


The midday sun hangs like a shiny penny in the sky, glowing 
down warmly and causing the entire city to glitter and 
wink. 


The whole apartment is amazing, sleek, looking more like a 
show home than a real living space, which makes sense 
considering that Tanner was only going to use this place as 
a writing sanctuary. Still, it’s incredible, my bedroom a 
large room with a ginormous bed and an ensuite straight 
out of a science fiction flick. The kitchen is dominated by an 
obsidian island and the floor to ceiling windows let in 
glorious swathes of light. 


I smile along with her, my hands absentmindedly stroking 
Gizmo as I sit at my place at the bar. But I can’t help but 
feel a pang when I think about walking in here with 
Tanner’s hand on the small of my back, the tingling 


implication that we’d fall upon each other the moment we 
were alone... 


Only to find that Kaitlyn had beaten us here. 


Still, what was I supposed to do, tell her to get lost, me and 
Tanner wanted to smooch? After the day she’s had? 


Anyway, there’s a silver lining here—I don’t have to 
embarrass myself by going any further with Tanner. 


Because no matter what he says, I’ve got no idea what I’m 
doing, and even if he’s right, even if the kiss did feel 
natural, who’s to say that the rest of it will? 


A shiver moves through me when I think about his face 
warping into disappointment, or him telling me that he 
doesn’t want me anymore, or... 


Stop. Freaking. Catastrophizing. 


“Tess?” Kaitlyn says, turning to me and walking over with 
dainty elf like steps. 


There’s another silver lining to Kaitlyn interrupting us, too, 
and that’s that Tanner didn’t gape at her, not once. Usually, 
whenever Kaitlyn and I are in a room together, it’s my thin, 
drop dead gorgeous friend who gets all the attention. But 
Tanner just calmly introduced himself, his eyes flicking to 
me every few moments, devouring every inch of me with his 
sultry gaze. 


“Yes?” I say, snapping myself from this overthinking rut. 
“Your lover man will be back later. He said so himself.” 


I glare at her, but I can’t keep the smile from touching my 
lips. “Let’s not make this about me,” I say. “You’ve got 
enough to deal with without heaping all of that on yourself, 
too.” 


“I knew it,” she sings, pulling up a chair at the sleek kitchen 
bar. 


“Knew what?” I say, my cheeks flushing, my neck following 
suit. 


“You didn’t deny that that tall slice of hunk was your man. 
So is he? I want all the juicy details. I can’t believe it. You 
and Tanner Telford.” 


I can’t stop myself from smiling, despite the ridiculousness 
of it all. 


“Do you really want to know?” I ask. 


She gives me an are you freaking kidding face and then 
nods frantically. 


“Okay,” I say. “Maybe telling you will make it seem more 
real.” 


Kaitlyn’s mouth finally closes when I get to the part about 
coming here, which of course she already knows. She lets 
out a long whistle and then drums her fingers on the bar. 


“And you feel the same?” she asks. “I mean, if he’s claiming 
you... do you feel, uh, claimed?” 


“Yes,” I say at once, the suddenness of it surprising all three 
of us. 


Gizmo’s gaze snaps to me from his place on my lap, and 
then he settles back down when he realizes I’m not in any 
danger. 


Not a danger he understands, anyway. 


“T know,” I go on, seeing the disbelief flickering across her 
features. “But think about it. Is it really so crazy? I fell in 
love with his writing years ago. And the man, oh, God, Kait 

. the man lives up to his writing. And the kiss—Jesus, I 
know I haven’t got much as a frame of reference. But the 
kiss was something else.” 


“Well, I’m happy for you,” Kait says a moment later, 
beaming. “But you have to promise me you'll be careful. I’ve 
seen too many girls get suckered in by a man’s smooth 
talking only to be left miserable and disappointed later.” 


“T will,” I promise. “But like I said, this isn’t about me. How 
are you feeling?” 


She tosses her jet black hair. “Absolutely perfect. Why do 
you ask?” 


“Kait...” 


“Fine,” she says. “I feel like you should compliment me on 
how incredible I look in this bathrobe.” 


“Yes, Kait,” I sigh. “You look incredible in the bathrobe. But 
seriously, are you holding up?” 


She shakes her head slowly, and then with a quick 
movement she snatches her hand across the bar and clasps 
onto mine. It’s typical Kait, the way her tears come, smiling 
one moment and sobbing the next. 


I fold her into my arms and squeeze onto her tightly, the 
closest person I’ve ever had to a sister. 


“It’s okay,” I whisper. “He can’t get you here.” 


“But what are we supposed to do?” she sobs. “Stay here 
forever? Maybe I should just go and try and talk to him.” 


“No,” I hiss, passion flaring. 


She flinches and I let out a sigh. 
“Im sorry,” I murmur. 


“No,” she says quickly. “I want your opinion, Tess. You’re my 
best friend.” 


“Aw, you're going to make me blush.” 
She gives me a playful dig in the arm. 
“Well? What pearls of wisdom do you have to offer?” 


“It’s just that you’ve told me so many times that one of the 
worst things he did to you was to manipulate you, to make it 
seem like it was your fault. He always finds a way to draw 
you back to him. He plays on your weaknesses.” 


She nods slowly. I’m repeating her own words back to her. 


“And I’d hate to see that happen,” I sigh. “That man’s a 
freaking monster and doesn’t deserve to be anywhere near 
you.” 


She rubs the tears from her cheeks, and then giggles as 
Gizmo leaps from my lap onto the bar and then props 
himself up on her chest, angling to get to her tears. Kaitlyn 
dutifully leans down and my Chi-Poo laps at her salty tear 
streaked cheeks, his fluffy tail wagging wildly. 


“Alright, alright,” she laughs, waving him off. “You’re 
insatiable, Giz.” 


“So what are you going to do?” I ask. 


“T don’t know,” Kait murmurs. “I’m not going to go and talk 
to him, though. Thank you for talking me down from that 
particular ledge. But yeah, I don’t know how I’m going to 
handle this. Being able to lie low here is a godsend, though. 
I don’t know what I would’ve done otherwise. Obviously, I 


need to steer clear from the club for a while, so there’s my 
income gone.” 


I nod. “I think that’s for the best. But I’ll support you. You 
know I will.” 


“When’s your next shift?” 
“Tomorrow morning, bright and early.” 


“Well, be careful,” Kaitlyn says, shivering slightly. “If that 
asshole can find me, I bet he can find you, too.” 


“Tanner has already thought of that,” I say, a rush of fire 
moving through me at the thought of him, followed by a 
tingling of nerves when I think about all the ways I could 
disappoint him. Or he could be tricking you. You’ve been 
tricked before. “On the way over here he said that he’s 
going to drive me there himself and then try and get some 
writing done while I work. How great is that?” 


“Isn’t the cafe steamy enough, though, without you two 
throwing looks at each other?” she teases. 


I giggle, heart thumping, his words reverberating around 
my mind in an endless sizzling loop. 


I’m claiming you. You belong to me. You’re going to have 
my children. 


It’s all crazy. It’s downright madness. The thought that I’m 
sleepwalking through a dream world returns to me more 
than once, and each time I have to forcefully tug myself 
back to the present, assuring myself this is real, this is 
happening. 


“Kaitlyn,” I say, cheeks flaming red. I turn my face away and 
pretend to adjust Gizmo’s collar. “Do you have any tips? You 
know ... sex tips?” 


Kaitlyn laughs, but then immediately ends the laughter 
when she sees that I’m serious. “For real?” 


I nod. “ For real.” 


“Um, well, I don’t know,” she says. “I guess the most 
important thing is to just be in the moment. Don’t overthink 
it.” 


We share a look and both burst into crazy laughter because 
we both know that overthinking is my specialty. 


“Okay, fair enough,” she says, grinning, her cheeks 
glistening with her drying tears. “But seriously, Tess, you’ve 
got to stop thinking about it like you’re trying to impress 
him. Or the other way around. It’s just—it’s just sex. It’s 
something for both of you. It’s fun... I mean, it can be fun.” 


A dark look flitters across her eyes. 
Dirk. 


Anger stabs into me and I wish I could snatch the question 
back. What the heck am I thinking, asking Kaitlyn for sex 
tips, now of all times? 


“Thank you,” I say. 


“No problem,” Kaitlyn says, smiling away her pain. “You 
hear that Gizzie, your mommy’s going to be one hell of a 
fuck-machine pretty soon.” 


That prompts another round of laughter, and for a while, we 
forget about Dirk. 


But I don’t forget about Tanner. I can’t. 


When will I see you next? I asked him when he left me and 
Kaitlyn alone here. 


Soon, he whispered, his mouth close to my ear, his breath 
causing shivers to dance over my nerve-buzzing body. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


l anner 


I move silently through the night, approaching the building 
like a hunter. 


I stalk through the lobby and toward the elevator, nodding 
to the security guard at the main desk. 


Hunger flames inside of me and my manhood thickens and 
twinges in unhinged need, everything whirling and 
crashing down. 


Tess, Tess, Tess, her name singing out in my mind, her body 
coming to me in lustful flashes. 


After leaving her and her friend, I went back to my place 
and looked over some of my students’ writing, and then 
ended up perusing Tess’s story again. I spent a long time at 
my desk, sipping a whiskey, allowing my gaze to drink in her 
words. 


She’s so fucking talented. 


But this evening it’s not her writing talent I’m interested in. 


A primal howl sounds in me as I ride the elevator up to the 
penthouse suite, using my set of keys to unlock the door 
and walk silently into the darkened hallway. 


It’s two o’clock in the morning and the apartment is silent. 


I move through the hall and toward Tess’s room, the one I 
carried her suitcase to before leaving them. My whole body 
is tense and my heart thuds in my chest, my pectorals 
straining from my workout earlier. I thought I could 
exercise this irrepressible need away, but I was wrong, I 
was dead fucking wrong. 


I open the door slowly, the large bedroom painted in the 
light of the moon shafting through the window. 


Gizmo is curled up on the edge of the bed, snoring softly, 
and Tess is swaddled in the blanket in the middle, sleeping 
on her side. Even through the fabric, I can make out the 
outline of her body, her ass, and her thighs and breasts, 
every part of her calling to me. 


I need her. 


I salivate like a beast as I move quietly, disturbing neither 
the dog nor my queen. 


I lean down and scoop Gizmo into my arms, picking up a 
blanket and carrying him softly into the ensuite. I swaddle 
him into a makeshift bed and tickle him behind the ear, 
letting him know it’s okay, he can sleep here. He looks at me 
briefly, yawns, and then lays his head down and starts 
snoring again. 


I close the door behind me and then move to the bed, my 
manhood so stiff in my pants now it’s like any second it 
could break free. 


I lean down and smooth her hair from her eyes. 


“T-Tanner?” she whispers, blinking awake. 


“T need to taste you,” I growl. “And I know you’re nervous. 
So just let me taste. Nothing else tonight. Just one 
goddamned taste. Your pussy—Jesus Christ, Tess, I can’t 
stop thinking about it. How juicy it must be. I want you to 
cream all over my mouth. Can you do that?” 


“Yes,” she says, a shiver moving through her as she sits up 
slightly. 


The blanket falls away and the base of my manhood flares. 
She’s wearing a tank top without a bra, her breasts 
bouncing invitingly. Then it shifts and slides down, showing 
me the round fleshy globe of her left breast, a gorgeous 
vein running down toward her nipple. 


“Fuck, but first...” 


She whimpers as I pull her tank top down, revealing her 
nipples, already pricked with her lust. She moans and nods, 
even as her cheeks flame red—nervousness at war with 
desire. 


And desire fucking wins. 


I take her nipple in my mouth and suck, my manhood 
pulsing and pumping now, roaring at me to take her, to 
grab her and bend her over and drive my seed into her 
soaked slit. But I don’t want to push her too fast, ever. 


We’ve got the rest of our lives, after all. 


I suck on her nipple, harder, listening to the singsong 
moans she makes, kept quiet because of the late hour. I 
massage her other breast, taking my sweet time, feeling the 
roundness, the eagerness of her nipple. I tweak it in time 
with my tongue strokes on her other one, unable to get 
enough of these big juicy globes. 


They’re perfect for grabbing and toying with and they’re 
just so ample that I know they’ll be perfect for feeding our 
children, too. 


Her breath catches and I pause, glancing at her, reading 
the shimmering pleasure in her eyes. 


“Oh, fuck,” I growl. “Are you going to cream for me like this, 
Tess? Are you going to be a good fucking goddess and come 
from me playing with your perfect tits? And then there’s 
going to be so much more for me to taste when I get down 
there.” 


“I—I think so,” she whimpers. “Jesus, yeah, I think I really 
might.” 


I take her with fresh passion now, pushing her breasts 
together so that I can suck one nipple and then the other, 
groaning as her moans get more urgent, breathier, as 
though she’s struggling to suck in enough air. 


I feel the orgasm building in her as I swirl my tongue 
around her hardened nipple, her body tensing up, getting 
ready to release— 


And then she does, her breath catches again and she starts 
shivering and shaking as I bite softly onto her breast, using 
every ounce of willpower I have not to bite harder like the 
wild animal I am. 


My cock almost explodes when I realize she’s grinding her 
hips against the mattress, and I reach down and throw the 
blankets aside, pressing my hand against her crotch. She’s 
wearing pajama shorts and they’re absolutely drenched, 
coating my hand in her slick desire. 


“Ah, ah, ah,” she gasps, as I rub her needy pussy and suck 
her needier nipple at the same time. “Oh, oh...” 


I lean back to stare at her once the orgasm passes, 
salivating like a true beast now. 


“T need to taste it,” I snarl. “Stand up and bend over. Now!” 


I rise to my feet and watch her, the lust taking me over, 
washing over me in a wave, taking hold of me as though my 
seed is rising up through my consciousness and dominating 
my actions. 


She slides from the bed, biting her lip, her breasts swinging 
beautifully from side to side with her tank top propped 
beneath them. They glisten in the blue moonlight, wet from 
my mouth. 


“Like this?” she murmurs, turning and propping her hands 
on the bed, sticking her ass out. “Am I doing it right?” 


I make a growling noise as I drink in the sight of her, her 
thick thighs leading up to her shorts, the fabric being pulled 
up into her crotch. 


I can make out a splotch of wetness as I stalk forward, 
grabbing her shorts and her panties in a frantic bunch and 
pulling them down to around her knees. 


“You’re perfect,” I groan as I stare at her pussy, her pink 
hole framed between her ass cheeks, winking at me with its 
wetness. 


Beads of wetness slide down her thighs and I can’t think, 
just act, just do it, now, now. 


n 


“Stick... your ass... out... 


“Like this?” she moans, arching her back, causing her hole 
to spread open and the sticky come to stretch across it for a 
moment, before popping in a bubble and causing more 
drenched droplets to slide down her fuck-me flesh. 


“Y-yes,” I snarl. “Fuck, I need to taste it. I need to taste it so 
fucking badly. Beg me, Tess. Beg me to taste you.” 


“Please,” she moans, moving her hips from side to side. 
“Taste me. Taste me, Tanner.” 


I collapse to my knees and grab her hips, yanking her 
toward me and burying my face in her pussy. I draw in a 
deep inhale, smelling her scent, her womb sending signals 
through the smell, telling me to impregnate her, to fuck her 
now, to fuck her hard. 


But for now, I just indulge in moving my tongue up and 
down her lips, stroking along one and then the other, and 
finally coming to her clit. 


I slide my hands over her ass cheeks and suck on her pussy, 
feeling her creamy tangy come move over my tongue and 
then down my throat as I swallow it, swallow her, her 
essence. 


Because she’s fucking mine. 


She begins to gasp and writhe as I make my claim on her 
pussy, squeezing onto her ass cheeks so hard I know I’m 
going to leave red imprints. 


But I don’t give a damn. 
It’s right that I mark her flesh. 
Because she fucking belongs to me. 


I slide my tongue from her clit and into her hole, feeling her 
stretch open for me, my mouth buzzing with the enveloping 
taste of her. She gasps and then her breaths get hollow, 
another orgasm barreling through her body, arching her 
back so that my tongue slips even further inside of her. 


I move it around in circles, tasting every inch of her I can as 
she squirts more creaminess into my mouth. 


Then she falls forward with a gasp, rolling onto her back 
with her pajamas tangled around her knees and under her 
breasts. And there’s something so fucking sexy about that, 
how she’s not naked, but half-unwrapped for me. 


“T-Tanner,” she whispers, looking up at me with that 
vivacious redness moving over her cheeks and neck. “I can’t 
—not tonight. Sex, I mean. But I want to be there for you... 
What can I do? Tell me what to do.” 


“Get on your knees on the edge of the bed,” I growl, her 
words prompting a carnal need inside of me. 


“Like this?” she murmurs, rising to her knees and balancing 
there. 


I stare at her pussy, tucked up between those grab-me-now 
thighs, and then move my gaze over her belly and up to 
those breasts. And then I move my gaze higher, to her lips 
and her wide lust filled eyes—her beautiful, majestic eyes. 


I move to the end of the bed and grab at my belt, yanking it 
lose and then with another quick movement I free my cock, 
all ten-some inches of it springing up, coated in precome 
from where it smeared all tangled in my boxer shorts. 


She gasps and eyes it, biting her lip in that endearing, 
intoxicating way she has. 


“Its huge,” she whimpers. “Freaking hell, Tanner. What do 
you want me to do? Tell me.” 


“Stay there and let me fuck those gorgeous tits,” I snarl. 
“Let me fuck them and then smear them in my seed. It’s a 
shame to waste it, but you turn me feral and there’s no way 
I can walk away from you right now.” 


“Do it,” she urges. “Oh, God, do it.” 


I stalk forward and take her breasts in my hands, angling 
down to guide the shaft of my cock between them. Then I 
squeeze them around my shaft, and she lays her hands on 
mine and helps me, and then I move my hands away and 
she’s just kneeling there, pressing the flesh of her breasts 
into my cock. 


The power she has over me in this moment is unbelievable, 
her sexiness capturing me, enthralling me, making me 
never want to leave her. 


Forever, she’s mine forever. 


I grab her shoulders and pump my hips, grinding my cock 
against her breasts, the friction burning and causing the tip 
of my cock to buzz and hum with the budding release. 


My savage growls become low and urgent as I stare down 
at her nipples, and then into her eyes, her wide fuck-me 
eyes as she gazes up at me, biting her lower lip, moaning as 
I growl and sink into her sensuality. 


“F-fuck,” I snarl as my seed surges up the thick shaft of my 
cock, firing onto her chest and then dripping down over her 
breasts. 


More and more, the burning seed shoots onto her, and her 
eyes get wider in discovery and desire, causing more 
pleasure to burn through me. 


Then I reach down, smoothing the come all over her 
breasts, the sight of those glistening globes making me 
hard all over again. 


Not tonight, though. 
She’s not ready. 


But soon—fucking soon. 
My seed belongs inside of her. 


Now that I’ve had a taste, I’m never letting her go. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


| ess 


“So do you think class is going to be awkward now?” I ask 
as Tanner guides us through the city in his sleek sedan, 
dressed in his steel-gray suit with a light dusting of iron 
covering his jaw. 


He smirks briefly, eyes trained on the road. “I don’t see why 
it should,” he says. 


“Well, one thing I don’t want to happen is for you to give me 
any special treatment,” I say definitively, my body still sore 
and hungry from last night. 


When I woke up, at first I thought I was in a dream. 


But when he started to suck on my nipples and please me in 
ways I’ve never even thought of before - he put his tongue 
inside me - the reality was impossible to ignore. 


The reality was an earth-shattering orgasm surging 
through me. 


“I won't,” Tanner says after a pause. “And I won’t need to, 
anyway. You’re one of the best writers in the class, Tess. If 


not the best.” 


Pride swells in my chest, but it’s followed a moment later by 
a looming dark dropping feeling. 


“You won’t lie to me, will you, Tanner?” I murmur. “You 
won’t trick me?” 


He glances at me, coming to stop at a red light. I have to 
force my mind into crazy gymnastics to convince myself that 
it was only yesterday he was giving me a ride home from 
class. So much has happened since then, it feels like a 
lifetime ago, and yet here I am, the day after, my world 
changed and ready to be brave—or to try and be brave. 


What if I’m not good enough? 


But last night I was, and when he shot his seed onto my 
chest, I felt a flurry of excitement and victory. 


He didn’t fake that, did he? 
Self-doubts are difficult to banish so easily. 


And in the cold light of morning, last night has once again 
taken on a dreamlike quality. 


“I will never lie to you,” he says firmly, holding my gaze. “I 
promise.” 


We pause as we watch the pedestrians crossing the road, a 
lance of fear spearing into me when I think of Dirk out in 
the city somewhere, looking for Kaitlyn, and by association 
me. 


Plus he told Tanner that he wasn’t going to forget the 
headbutt ... so is Tanner in his crosshairs, too? 


At least Kaitlyn and Gizmo are safe in the high rise 
apartment. 


The high rise apartment. 
How has life gotten so crazy so quickly? 


The lights change and Tanner inches us forward, gliding 
toward the bridge that will carry us over to the cafe where I 
work. Even if it’s a longer distance between the new 
apartment and the old one, it’s still quicker, because I don’t 
have to rely on public transport. 


“Tess,” Tanner murmurs. “Who tricked you?” 
I feel my veins freezing as anxiety swarms through me. 
“What?” I whisper. 


“You asked me not to trick you - and I never will - but I 
can’t help but think there must’ve been something to 
prompt you saying that. I wouldn’t be a writer if I couldn’t 
spot things like that... well, I suppose having writer’s block 
calls that into question, but you get the point.” 


I reach across and lay my hand on his forearm, feeling the 
indomitable muscle through the fabric of his suit jacket. 
“You'll write again, Tanner. I know you will. You just need a 
little ... I don’t know, nudge? Like if I put a gun to your head 
and told you to write, you’d be able to do it.” 


“Yeah, I’m sure I would,” he smirks. “I’d write, Put that gun 
down before I punish you. Don’t forget I’m still your 
teacher.” 


A shiver dances through me, usurping the fear and ruling 
my body with a deeper sense of lust. 


“Okay, fine,” I say, laughing. “But you get the point.” 


“I don’t know what it is,” he sighs, somehow exuding 
confidence and power even while revealing this slight 
vulnerability. “The words used to flow through me. I never 


even had to think about it. I’d just sit down and write, sink 
into a flow state, I suppose you'd call it.” 


He sighs, turning the corner onto the bridge, the sun 
moving over the metal framework like a spotlight, 
glistening as cars glide here and there, and the city beyond 
it, and the sky beyond that, blue and cloudless and 
seemingly never ending. 


“Now it’s like there’s this—well, this block inside of me.” 
“Maybe you should go and see someone,” I murmur. 


He snorts. “I’m seeing you. That’s good enough for me. 
Anyway, you changed the subject, you sneaky sexy devil. We 
were talking about you.” 


Tricks. 
I pick at the dashboard, staring into the road. 


Tanner doesn’t prompt me, just continues to drive with his 
smooth movements, not pressuring me to go past beyond 
my comfort zone before I’m ready. Like last night when we 
explored the avenues of our desire without rushing to the 
destination. 


“T’m an orphan,” I say. 


“I’m sorry.” He glances at me, face tight. “That’s an awful 
thing.” 


He didn’t even know you were an orphan. 


It strikes me that this connection we’re forming is wholly 
separate to us as modern day people. It’s like there are two 
versions of us, the primal and the surface, and the primal 
doesn’t care about the regular things that make up a 
relationship. The primal cares about my womb and his seed, 
the urgent compulsion to fuse and create a life worth living. 


But there’s time to get to know each other, to overlay the 
foundation of our indisputable want with the human 
connection. 


I shake my head, tugging myself from my thoughts. 


“I was raised in a series of orphanages and there was this 
one older guy, well, he wasn’t right in the head. I know how 
that sounds. Not very politically correct in this day and age. 
But do you know how people say pick the wings off a fly to 
describe somebody who’s a little, err, on the edge?” 


“A future serial killer?” Tanner says. “Yeah, I’ve heard the 
phrase.” 


“Well, this guy actually did enjoy pulling the wings off flies. 
His pranks started harmless enough. Hiding things. Crying 
wolf, that sort of stuff. Just normal kid stuff. But then one 
day, when I was about twelve, he created this whole fake 
competition to win a dog and spread it all over the 
orphanage. You had to write a poem - he knew I wanted to 
be a writer - and he even had a freaking PO box set up. 
Anyway, I write the poem, I win, and in comes the most 
beautiful little Jack Russel you’ve ever seen.” 


A dark feeling creeps over me when I remember that 
smiling dog, tail wagging, tongue hanging out. 


“This man was holding the dog’s leash, and he handed it to 
me and said I’d won. I had two amazing days with that dog 
until the real owner turned up. This motherf— do you know 
what he did, Tanner?” 


“What?” he asks, voice somber. 


“He’d stole somebody’s dog and paid some junkie, or 
whoever—he paid someone to pretend to be the organizer 
of the competition and give me the dog. I know it sounds 
silly, it’s just a dog, just a silly childhood thing...” 


“No,” Tanner growls, letting his hand fall from the gearstick 
to rest atop mine briefly. “Because it wasn’t just about the 
dog. It was about your writing, too. That bastard—it must’ve 
been horrible.” 


I nod, blinking away silly tears, and yet so glad he 
understands. 


“Exactly,” I say. “It had a crazy effect on me. It made me 
really paranoid and that wasn’t exactly helped by school, 
with the way I was treated there. Ignored, mostly, but it was 
worse when I was seen, being looked at like I didn’t belong. 
Didn’t belong anywhere.” 


I let out a strangled laugh, forcing away the sobs, not 
wanting to turn up to work bleary eyed. 


“I’m sorry that happened to you,” Tanner says. “But you’re 
talented, Tess. You’re beautiful. You’re incredible. And I will 
never, ever trick you. You have my word. I'd die before I did 
that.” 


“You don’t think I’m silly, getting hung up about something 
like that?” 


“No,” he says at once. “The mind is a complicated thing. A 
speed bump for one person is a car crash of an experience 
for another. It’s all relative. What was this man’s name, 
Tess?” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’m going to find him and shatter his fucking 
ribcage.” 


“He’s in prison,” I tell him. “For life. He did some very bad 
things, but he can’t hurt anybody anymore.” 


“Good,” Tanner growls. “I hope he rots there.” 


I reach over, then retract my hand, hesitating. 


He glances at me out of the corner of his eye, smirking 
slightly. “You alright over there?” 


“Yeah,” I murmur, flushing. 
“What, Tess?” 


“T was just going to touch your face. But it’s a bit weird, 
isn’t it, just reaching across and—Hey.” 


I giggle as he grabs my hand and guides it to his salt and 
pepper jaw. I move my hand over the back of his neck, and 
then his shoulder, and then I just squeeze on as though he’s 
tethering me to reality, to sanity. 


He’s my rock. 


Mine. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


l anner 


After Tess’s shift, we walk through the park together, the 
late day sun shining down on us as we stroll hand in hand. I 
expect to feel strange holding hands with a woman - at 
least, I always thought I would when I became this intimate 
- but Tess isn’t just any woman. 


Holding onto her feels right. 
In fact, it feels like I never want to let go. 


We walk toward the pond, ducks quacking loudly as they 
float across. Her hand is warm in mine and together we 
turn to watch a family feeding the ducks, a little boy with a 
gap-toothed grin on his face throwing breadcrumbs into the 
water. 


Tess turns to me, her eyebrows raised, a little sweaty from 
work. 


I’d have her no other way. 


Human, real, sexy as hell in her barista’s outfit, the caramel 
shirt clinging onto her take-me form, her tights and skirt 


clasping onto her thighs, making me jealous and possessive 
because I should be fucking grabbing them. 


“Yes,” I say, reading the look she gives me. “That’ll be us 
one day.” 


She laughs strangely. 
“What?” I ask. 


“It’s just insane, isn’t it? I met you less than a week ago - 
you’re my teacher - and yet when you tell me that I’m going 
to have your baby one day, I don’t feel like running for the 
hills. How does that work?” 


I grin savagely and loop my arms around her waist, pulling 
her close to feel the press of our bodies. 


Her heartbeat is hammering, reverberating through me. 
Her skin pricks with goosebumps and she bites her lower 
lip. 

Every time she bites her lip, I want to roar like a warlord 
and take her as my prize. 


“You know how,” I snarl. “There’s something inside of me 
and something inside of you telling us that this is right. 
We’re fated to be together. And yeah, it’s true, I never 
believed in fate before you came along. But you’ve changed 
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me. 


Not as far as the writer's block is concerned, a voice 
murmurs in my mind. 


I didn’t get a single meaningful word written sitting in the 
cafe, but that might've had something to do with how 
compelling it was to sit and watch Tess stand at the coffee 
machine, steam shrouding her, making her look magical, 
Captivating. 


I lean down and kiss her, tasting her lips and her desire. 


We continue walking down around the pond, now with my 
arm wrapped over her shoulders, hugging her close. 


We’re about to complete the circuit when somebody gasps 
from the bench beside us. 


“Tanner Telford, oh my God, is that really you?” 


I turn to find a thirty-something woman sitting there, 
wearing way too little it seems to me. I’ve never been a fan 
of the way some women dress as though trying to wear as 
few clothes as possible. There’s no judgment there, it just 
does nothing for me, and in my experience, it seems to 
always attract the wrong sort of man. 


This woman wears fishnet stockings, an insanely short black 
skirt, and a tank top that shows the straps of her pink bra. 
Perhaps it’s supposed to seem appealing, but all I can think 
about is how not-Tess she is, with no curves, no 
voluptuousness, no compulsion to make her mine. 


“Hello,” I say amiably. 


I feel Tess stiffening beside me and give her shoulder a 
squeeze, hoping to silently communicate that she’s all I 
need, all lIl ever need. 


“I can’t believe it’s you,” the woman says, placing her 
Kindle aside and standing up. 


She swaggers over to me and reaches her hand out, as if to 
place it on my arm, with no regard for Tess standing right 
beside me. I slide back easily, resisting the urge to tell her 
to go to hell. Kenny’d have a fit if I started publicly insulting 
my readers. 


I can hear my agent’s voice in my head now. 


Did you not realize there’d be fifteen smartphones aimed at 
you the second you decided to be an asshole? 


“And who’s this, then?” she says, turning to Tess with her 
dark rimmed eyes, coated in makeup. 


I feel Tess get even stiffer, as though she’s reliving some 
awful high school experience. 


“This is the woman I’m taking to Le Beau this evening,” I 
growl, unable to keep the anger from flaring in my tone. 


This woman - reader or not - has no right to disrespect 
Tess. 


“Oh,” the woman says, momentarily dumbfounded. But then 
she smirks. “I guess you won some sort of competition, 
right, hon? Well, that’s just great for you, isn’t it?” 


I’m about to speak when Tess cuts in. 


“Yes, I did actually,” she says. “The prize was to have an 
absolute witch accost me in the park for no reason. So yay, 
good for me. It looks like I won, doesn’t it?” 


The woman turns to me, expecting some sort of support, 
but it’s difficult to give when I’m laughing like a madman. I 
can’t help it. The fire in Tess’s voice is just too damn 
infectious. 


“Wow,” she says, glaring. “Is this how you treat your 
readers?” 


“Not usually,” I say, recovering slightly. “I was ready to be 
polite to you, ma’am, but you came over here and insulted 
my lady for no damn reason.” 


“Excuse me for assuming you’d rather have—” 


“There’s nobody I’d rather have,” I snap. “Nobody in the 
whole fucking world.” 


I turn and stride away, Tess on my arm, just about able to 
keep my laughter in until we exit the park and turn onto the 
street. 


“Jesus, Tess,” I chuckle. “That was brutal.” 
“Pm sorry,” she says. “Did I go too far?” 
“No, you defended yourself. I’m proud of you.” 


“T think you’re changing me, Mr. Telford. I’ve never said 
anything like that before. Did you mean it about Le Beau?” 


“You’ve heard of it?” 


She rolls her eyes. “Have I heard of the fanciest restaurant 
in the whole freaking city? Umm, let me think, yes, I think I 
might have.” 


I smooth strands of hair from her face, tucking them behind 
her ears, savoring the shiver that moves visibly through her. 


“There’s only one condition,” I tell her. 

“Hmm, and what’s that?” 

“You let me choose your dress.” 

“But what if you pick something that makes me look ugly?” 


I laugh in disbelief. “Jesus, Tess, when are you going to 
realize you’re the sexiest damn woman alive? Itd be 
impossible to pick a dress that makes you look anything 
other than beautiful. I want one that shows off those 
curves.” 


She pauses and for a moment I wonder if she’ll say no. 


But then she smiles in a way that lights up my whole world, 
writer’s block, or no writer’s block. 


“Okay, you’ve got yourself a deal.” 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


| ess 


“I feel so silly,” I murmur, standing at the end of the bed in 
the lacy red dress that Tanner had delivered to the 
apartment this afternoon. 


Its not overly short, but it does show a little slice of 
cleavage, a preview. Mostly, though, it’s the way it hugs 
onto my hips, highlighting curves I normally try to hide 
beneath my clothes. 


Kaitlyn sits cross legged on the edge of the bed with Gizmo 
in her lap, a wide smile on her face. 


“Are you kidding?” she beams. “You look hot. But I am a 
little offended, I have to say.” 


“How so?” I say, seeing a bantering glint in her eyes. 


“How long have I been trying to get you to dress in 
something hot, huh? And the second Mr. Hunk comes along, 
you’re all over it. Maybe I should’ve gone to the gym and 
got myself some muscles, not to mention a nice big...” 


“Kait,” I cry, causing Gizmo to perk up and look between us. 
“Don’t be so vulgar, not in front of Gizzie.” 


Kait giggles and covers Gizmo’s furry ears with her hands. 
“Okay, so now where were we? Oh, that’s right, you were 
going to give me all the juicy details about you and Mr. 
Lover Man’s bedroom dalliances—” 


“Nope,” I say. “I wasn’t. And I never will.” 
She pouts. “No fair. Are you excited?” 
I turn to look at myself in the full length mirror. 


I’ve applied - with Kait’s help - a light smattering of 
makeup to my cheeks and a little liner around my eyes. 
Even that’s more than I’d normally wear. 


But this evening is a special occasion. 
I’m going to sleep with him tonight. 


I haven’t said that out loud, but if he offers, I’m not going to 
live in a world of self-doubt and fear anymore. 


I won’t be dictated by my catastrophizing mind. 
“Nervous is more like it,” I murmur. 


Kait stands up, carrying Gizmo over to me and lifting him so 
that we’re nose to nose, his wet nose tickling me. I giggle 
and take him into my arms, rocking him back and forth 
slightly, a shivering warm feeling moving over me when I 
think about doing this with mine and Tanner’s baby one day. 


“See? How bad can life really be when you’ve got a dog in 
your arms?” 


“You're right,” I say. “Thanks for taking care of him tonight. 
It means a lot.” 


“Oh, no worries,” Kait smiles. “I need the company. 
Lounging around the house is going to take some getting 
used to, I’ll tell you. It’s weird. I spent so many nights at the 
club wishing I could just GTFO. Now I’m like missing it. Or 
being busy, at least.” 


“How long do you think he’ll hang around?” I mutter. 


She shrugs. “I’ve got no idea. I'll have to do something 
soon. A restraining order, skip town, I don’t know. 
Something.” She brightens, waving a hand. “But we don’t 
need to worry about that tonight. Go and have a great 
time.” 


“Im here for you, Kait,” I tell her. “I mean, normally I’m 
here for you... obviously tonight I’m going out, but—” 


“T know what you mean, you silly beautiful girl,” Kait laughs, 
leaping at me and throwing her arms around both me and 
Gizmo, even as I laugh and tell her to back off, she’s going 
to ruin my outfit. 


The restaurant is bordered on all sides by flickering 
torches, the fire licking at the air, and causing it to shimmer. 
It’s a wide open room with elegant décor and waiters 
moving proficiently between the tables, which are glass, 
and designed just so that the light of the torches catches 
them and dances. 


There’s a general atmosphere of well-to-do, as though you 
have to pass a certain income bracket before stepping foot 
on the premises. The women wear elegant gowns and 
pearls and wear them with an ease which implies they’re 
used to the finer things in life. The men all wear suits. 


I feel like a movie star - and an imposter, a strange 
combination - as I hold onto Tanner’s arm. We walk across 
the restaurant floor, following the host, as heads turn to 
regard the odd couple. 


I imagine the women whispering, What the hell is he doing 
with her? 


I spot a few looks of recognition when people see Tanner, 
their eyebrows shooting up. One man mutters something 
about Tanner being a has-been. And before I can stop 
myself I’m turning, rage flaring on my tongue. 


Tanner laughs easily and loops his arm around my waist. 


“Thank you for defending my honor,” he whispers. “But I 
haven’t published a book in two years. Let them have their 
pathetic whispers. I’ve got you. So in the end, I win. And, 
anyway, if you get into it with some spoilt trust fund prick 
and he says the wrong thing about you, well...” 


“T know,” I murmur, hugging close to him, my heart still 
pounding from the near confrontation. 


I remember the easy way he crumpled Dirk, causing him to 
drop like a sack of nothing, like the most pathetic man in 
the world. 


“Tm sorry,” I say, as Tanner slides out my polished chair out 
of me, catching the firelight just like the table and the 
cutlery, everything glittering, but not in a way that would 
overpower the atmosphere. “I honestly don’t know what’s 
gotten into me today. I’m normally not this super- 
confrontational person.” 


“You must be getting ready to become a mother,” Tanner 
grins possessively as he slides into his seat. He’s wearing a 
pale blue shirt, the color matching his eyes, sitting with an 


erect posture that roars power. “I don’t envy the poor 
bastard who tries to bully our kids.” 


I blush, giving him an eye roll. “I’m not that bad. Maybe I 
just need to find a middle ground between lying down and 
taking it and going completely ape?” 


“T don’t know,” he says with a bantering note. “Lying down 
and taking it doesn’t sound that bad from where I’m sitting 
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I reach across the table to smack him playfully, but he 
anticipates the move and catches my hand, turning it over 
so that we’re interlocking fingers. 


Our banter is interrupted by the waiter. 


“Champagne?” Tanner says, raising an eyebrow. “It is a 
special occasion, after all, our first official date.” 


A thrill runs through me. “I guess one glass couldn’t hurt,” I 
murmur. “I have to warn you, though, I’m a bit of a 
lightweight. Would you think I’m lame if I order a soda as 
well?” 


Tanner’s eyes narrow as if to say, I'd never judge you for 
anything. 

“Two glasses of champagne and two orange sodas then, 
please,” Tanner says, and the waiter retreats. 

“How did you know I like orange soda?” I ask. 

“T was watching you all day, remember,” he says. 


I can’t stop the blush from touching my cheeks when I think 
of that, Tanner’s eyes following me all day as I went about 
my boring barista job. I tried to steal glances of him as often 
as I could, but the place was packed and I was in no 
position to play spy. 


“That’s funny,” I say. “Every time I looked over at you, you 
seemed to be looking elsewhere. For a ten foot giant, you 
sure are sneaky.” 


He laughs and I laugh with him, the sounds combining to fill 
my chest with a blazing warmth. The drinks appear as if by 
magic after only a couple of minutes and then we’re free to 
peruse the menus, exchanging secret looks the whole time, 
causing more heat to spread through me. 


Is tonight the night? 
“So, what will you have?” Tanner asks. 


“T was thinking of the salad sans croutons, and then maybe 
a nice piece of celery with a side of vinegar, and then for 
dessert, there are some dust bunnies that look absolutely 
divine.” 


He chuckles, miming swatting me with his menu. “If you 
think of ordering any of that healthy shit, I’m going to get 
up and walk away.” 


“Hmm, and why’s that?” 


“One—because I’m getting the steak and fries and I don’t 
want you making me look bad. And two, because you need 
all the strength you can get, my perfect baby making 
machine.” 


“Hey,” I giggle. “I am not a baby making machine. I’m an 
aspiring writer.” 

“No, Tess, you’re a writer,” he says firmly. “There’s no 
aspiring about it. I’ve read your work.” 


“What?” I say, reading a note of something in his 
expression. 


Indecision, insecurity ... something, it’s difficult to read, 
despite our fusing closeness. 


“Nothing,” he says. 


“Ooh, so he does get shy. Come on, Tanner, or are you going 
to make me invoke the no-lying clause?” 


“Tjust had a thought, that’s all,” he said. 
I wave a hand. “Care to share with the class?” 


Intensity fires in his eyes, melting the blue ice there. “I was 
thinking about you sitting at a fire with our children all 
around you, their faces framed in the firelight. I was 
thinking about you reading them a story—your story, one 
you’ve written. I was thinking about how much they’re 
going to look up to you and rely on you and... shit, I’m 
sorry, Tess.” 


I blink away the tears and then wave at my face as though I 
can shoo them away. “No, it’s okay,” I murmur. “I’m sorry. 
The last thing you need is me blubbering all over the table.” 


He takes a napkin and reaches over, softly dabbing at my 
cheeks. And then I turn my face and clasp his hand, just 
resting my cheek against the back of his hand, feeling his 
heat and his closeness, his realness. 


“That sounds amazing,” I say, coughing back another crazy 
sob. “But I just have one question.” 


“Shoot,” he says. 
“This book I’m reading to our children, is it a bestseller?” 


“Tess, my beautiful writer queen, all your damn books are 
going to be bestsellers.” 


“That means so much coming from you,” I murmur. “I mean 
it. I used to imagine you telling me I’d be a successful writer 


when I was a teenager and...” 


I trail off, the embarrassing weight of my words barreling 
into me with sudden intensity. 


“And I am officially not allowed to share my inner thoughts 
now,” I say, leaning back in my chair with a self-effacing 
laugh. 


“Nope,” Tanner smirks possessively, leaning forward with a 
wolfish look in his eyes. “You’ve said it now, Tess. Spill.” 


“But it’s embarrassing,” I mutter. 


“You’re going to have my children. We’re going to be 
together for the rest of our goddamned lives. You better get 
used to a little embarrassment here and there.” 


“Fine,” I say, picking up a napkin and unfolding it. “But I 
refuse to look at you as I say it.” 


“Are you serious?” he laughs. 


I raise the napkin and let it fall down to cover my face, 
grinning like a fool and finding that I don’t care, not now, 
not tonight. 


“Basically, I had a super crush on you when I was a 
teenager and first discovered your books, okay? And part of 
that crush was that I sometimes imagined you telling me I’d 
be a successful writer and, well, here it is, it’s happened. 
And I’m still struggling to believe this is all real.” 


“It is,” Tanner says, snatching the napkin away so that 
we’re staring with immediate fire into each other’s eyes. 
“So get the fuck used to it.” 


I pick up my champagne glass and raise it. “Okay, then,” I 
say. “Here’s to getting the fuck used to it.” 


He smirks and we clink glasses, and then Tanner gestures 
for the waiter. 


“We’ll both have the steak,” he says. “Medium rare.” 


“Whoah,” I giggle once the waiter has taken our order and 
left us. “That was a pretty freaking presumptuous move. I 
thought I made it very clear I was having the celery vinegar 
dish.” 


“Exactly,” Tanner growls. “I had to intervene for your own 
good. That could’ve been brutal. So, Tess ...” He leans 
forward, playfulness glinting in his eyes, his lips twitching 
subtly upward. “Tell me about yourself.” 


“What do you want to know?” I ask, self-consciousness 
pricking at me. 


“What’s your favorite genre of books?” 

“Fantasy, yours?” 

“Thrillers.” 

“Okay,” he says, nodding. “And what’s your—” 
“Nah uh, you asked first. Now it’s my turn.” 

He holds his palms upwards. “Fair enough. Shoot.” 


“Um ...” I find myself smiling in a silly way as I realize I 
didn’t actually have a question prepared. “What was the 
first story you ever wrote?” 


“A snail who loses his shell and has to fight an alien to get it 
back. Yours?” 


I glance down at the table, biting my lip. And then 
immediately get annoyed at myself for biting my lip. 


“Drat,” Isay... and then immediately get annoyed at myself 
for saying drat. 


“What is it?” Tanner asks. 


“I guess I didn’t anticipate you asking me the same 
question, which was pretty stupid,” I murmur. “But yeah, 
my first story, well, it was about this little girl who wakes up 
on Christmas morning and opens up two gifts, and they’re 
her parents, gift wrapped and delivered by Santa. It turns 
out her parents have just been lost all those years. They 
didn’t die when she was a baby.” 


Tanner reaches across the table and takes my hand firmly, 
squeezing in a way that tells me IIl never have to face this 
alone. 


“You don’t have to talk about this,” he says, “but if you want 
to, I’m here.” 


“T haven’t told you how they died, have I?” 


Tanner shakes his head slowly, waiting, patience written 
across his features. 


I glance around at the restaurant, at the sparkly opulence 
of it all, making sure that nobody else will be able to hear. 
Our table is several feet away from the nearest one, jazz 
music playing softly in the background. This is just for us. 


Looking back to Tanner, I murmur, “My mother died in 
childbirth, giving birth to me. Obviously.” I laugh 
mirthlessly. “And my dad was killed in a home invasion. He 
broke into this young couple’s house and tried to ... oh, 
God, he tried to do something terrible to this pregnant 
woman, Tanner. The husband managed to kill him and—And 
maybe that’s why I was so drawn to Promenade in the Rain, 
because my dad, he died just like the villain in your book. 
Can you believe that? My own father...” 


Tanner stands up and walks around the table, ignoring the 
looks he gets from the neighboring patrons. He reaches 
down and pulls me to my feet, wrapping his arms around 
me and hugging me close to his chest. I inhale the security 
of him, feeling like the world’s biggest dork for sobbing like 
this in a fancy restaurant. 


“Tm sorry,” I say, taking a step back. “Will you excuse me a 
sec?” 


“Of course,” Tanner says, smoothing a strand of hair behind 
my ear, tickling me wonderfully. “But what did we say about 
the S-word?” 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


l anner 


After the meal, I link arms with Tess and together we walk 
out of the restaurant, heading back into the night. My head 
is clear after only one glass of champagne - I’ve never been 
a huge drinker - but my thoughts are flooded with Tess’s 
closeness, the sheer proximity of her causing constellations 
to bloom throughout me. 


It was never going to be just sexual with Tess, but after she 
shared her heartache about her family, I felt new avenues in 
our closeness opening up. 


I wrap my arm around her shoulder, squeezing her close to 
me as we emerge onto the street, lit by the street lamps 
and the gazing stars. 


“That was amazing,” Tess says, as we wait on the curb for 
the valet to bring the car. 


She turns to me, so gorgeous in that red dress I could roar 
out in possession. I knew I picked right the second I saw 
her, the fabric hugging lusciously and deliciously onto 
curves that are made for me and me alone. 


“I don’t want to say I’m sorry for being a crybaby back 
there,” she murmurs, shooting me a playful look. “Because I 
know what you’re like about the S-word. But I do want to 
acknowledge - not apologize - that breaking down like that 
on our first proper date isn’t exactly hot, you know.” 


I grab her and pull her to me with the ferocity of the 
unchained animal I am. I take her lips and make them mine. 
I kiss her like she’s the last woman alive—because she is, to 
me. 


To me, she’s the only woman in existence. 


She moans and gasps into the kiss, and I let myself sink into 
it since the outside of the restaurant is quiet and we haven’t 
got an audience. I slide my hands down to her hips and then 
have to forcibly stop myself because even if we’re relatively 
alone, I won’t be able to stop myself if we keep going. 


Resisting her is fucking impossible. 


She licks her lips, driving me insane with the movement. 
Then my black sedan pulls up and the valet steps out. I take 
the keys and hold the door open for Tess, laughing when 
she says, “Oh, what a gentleman.” 


I climb into the driver’s seat and pull away. 


A savage chord strikes within me when she reaches across 
and shyly places her hand on my leg, moving it up slowly, 
even as I can sense her nervousness telling her to stop. 


But I’m beginning to sense that she’s working past that, 
that she’s smashing through the barriers that tell her she 
has to be in the passenger seat all the time ... even if she is 
in the passenger seat right now. 


“What’re you doing?” I growl, gripping the steering wheel 
hard as she inches closer and closer to my rock solid 


manhood. 
“What I want,” she whispers. 
“And what do you want, Tess?” 


“T want... Oh, God, I don’t want to go home, not yet. Do you 
know what I’m trying to say?” 


I bring the car to a stop on the side of the road, causing 
Tess to laugh and glare at me. “Hey, what the heck was that 
about?” 


“T’m turning us around,” I growl, backing the car up. “And 
I’m taking us to a hotel suite befitting the queen you are. 
You’ve said it now, Tess. You want it. And I’m not gentleman 
enough to second guess you. But you better take your hand 
away.” 


“Why?” she sasses. 
“Because otherwise, IIl be taking your virginity right here.” 


She withdraws her hand with a pout. “Sometimes I feel like 
you’re making that up, you know, how hot you find me.” 


I smirk and shake my head in disbelief. “Take a look at my 
crotch, Tess, and tell me if I’m making that up.” 


She giggles and the sound is like music as I drive, guiding 
us through the city toward downtown, stopping when I see 
the glittering sign for Abode, one of the fanciest hotels in 
the city. 


I come to a stop outside the entrance and a valet 
approaches us, asking if we have a booking. I take fifty 
dollars from my wallet and hand it to him. 


“We will in about two minutes,” I tell him. 


The valet grins, a teenager with a smattering of acne across 
his neck. “You got it,” he says, grinning even wider as his 
eyes devour the fifty dollars. “You have a nice evening.” 


I loop my arm around my woman’s waist and guide her into 
the large glass double doors of the hotel, the lobby all sleek 
marble and huge stylish rugs. I approach the desk, feeling 
like the proudest motherfucker in the world when I see 
head turnings to drink in Tess in her red dress. 


She really has no idea how curvaceously gorgeous she is. 


“We'd like a room for the night,” I tell the receptionist, a 
thin man with a hipster mustache who glances at me like 
I’ve gone mad. 


“A room... for tonight?” he says. “Have you got a booking?” 
“Nope,” I say. 


“I’m afraid all our rooms are booked up, sir. That is, except 
for the presidential suite—” 


“You’re in luck, then,” I say. “Because the presidential suite 
is exactly what I want.” 


The man narrows his eyes. “It’s thirteen thousand dollars 
for the night.” 


Tess gasps beside me, her hand tightening on my side 
where our arms are wrapped around each other. 


“Tanner, you don’t have to...” 
I turn to her, a wolf’s smirk on my face. 
“Tess, you’re more than worth it,” I snarl. 


The receptionist quickly becomes the friendliest man I’ve 
ever met when I casually make the payment, and then Tess 


and I are walking to the private execute lobby, reserved for 
the suite. 


The moment the doors close and we’re alone - truly alone 
for the first time tonight - the carnal conqueror inside of me 
rises up and takes dominion over my consciousness. 


She squeals as I grab her by the hips and press her up 
against the walls of the elevator, laying my lips against hers. 
She opens her mouth and our tongues battle, the tips 
flaring together, sensations burning and sizzling in a million 
hungry ways. 


I slide my hands up her legs, savoring the feel of her bare 
skin, the way she shivers with each movement. 


Higher and higher—I can’t fucking stop. 


I slide up between her thighs and palm her pussy, grinding 
against her underwear. 


She shivers and sighs as she twitches against my palm, and 
I keep rubbing, harder, faster, the elevator taking us up and 
up like we’re soaring. 


“Come right here,” I growl, breaking off the kiss and 
staring into her bejeweled eyes. “Look at me as you do it, 
Tess. Look into my eyes as your cream all over my hand like 
the sexy slice of perfection you are.” 


She gazes at me, eyes wide, biting her lip to stop from 
screaming as I slip her panties aside and frantically stroke 
the wetness of her naked pussy. I grind against her clit and 
her lips, taking her, owning her. 


“Ah, ah,” she gasps, as the elevator doors beep open behind 
us. “Jesus—” 


“Keep looking at me,” I command. 


Her eyelids flutter as she struggles to keep her eyes open, 
her pleasure making her mouth open in a way that’s just 
begging for my hot wet cock, her lips pursed, pouting as 
her orgasm shatters through her and her precious cream 
squirts over my hand. 


“G-God,” she gasps, tears of pleasure beading in her eyes. 


“Come,” I growl, grabbing her hand and leading her into 
the hallway, my heartbeat pumping with the importance of 
this moment, with my hunger - my primal need - to get her 
into the bedroom before I explode in a torrent of heat. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


| ess 


I barely have a chance to drink in the majesty of the hotel 
suite. 


The regal furnishings, the high ceilings with the 
chandeliers, the intricately weaved rugs draped over the 
marble flooring ... it all passes by in a flash as Tanner and I 
basically run into the bedroom, my body still sore and needy 
from the orgasm in the elevator. 


Tanner shoves the door to the bedroom open, revealing a 
four poster bed with silk curtains draping down in elegant 
semicircles. Floor to ceiling windows overlook the city, but 
not for long ... Tanner paces across and roughly drags the 
curtain, closing us into darkness until I find the light switch, 
causing the electric chandelier to bloom and sparkle, filling 
the room with glittering magical illumination. 


He turns to me, tall and powerful in his suit. 


His eyes flit up and down my body, his jaw tight as he drinks 
in the sight of me. 


Nerves try to rise inside of me, battering down the walls of 
my lust, trying to tell me that I don’t deserve this moment. I 
don’t deserve what other women deserve. 


But then a voice screams in my head, Yes I fucking do 
deserve it. 


I feel a fresh confidence smoothing through me as Tanner 
approaches, moving slowly, each step causing an answering 
ramping up of my heartbeat. 


“Do you have any idea how fucking beautiful you look right 
now?” he growls. 


He smooths my hair behind my ear, tickling me lustfully, and 
then moves closer, and closer so that there’s no space 
between us, my breasts pressing flat against his midriff and 
my body buzzing from being immersed in him. 


“I'm going to fuck you like you deserve to be fucked,” he 
snarls. “Until you cream down my cock, your womb gives 
me its signal that she’s ready to take my goddamned seed.” 


“T’m ready,” I whisper. 


“Good,” he snarls. “Because you’re too sexy for me to have 
any semblance of self-control now.” 


He reaches down and loops his arms around me, picking me 
up as though I weigh nothing. I squeal in delight and wrap 
my arms around his shoulders, part of me still disbelieving 
that Tanner Telford has his hands on me, Tanner Telford 
wants me. 


But the rest is ready to sink into the moment. 


He drops me onto the bed and I bounce a little, gazing up at 
him. 


“Naked, now,” he commands, his voice trembling as he 
gazes at me, his icy blues wide and consuming. “I want to 
watch you undress for me.” 


I kneel and grab my dress, pulling it up and over my head, 
trying to batter down the self-consciousness of my thighs 
and belly being suddenly exposed. Then I reach around and 
unclip my bra, and finally, I lie back, wriggling out of my 
panties. 


I haven’t been able to look at him this whole time, but now I 
do, and when I see his expression fireworks bloom in my 
chest. 


He stares at me as though I’m the only woman alive. 


He stares at me like a thousand gunshots couldn’t get him 
to look away. 


He stares at me like I’m his... because I am. 


“Jesus fucking Christ,” he snarls. “Lie back, Tess. Play with 
those pretty breasts for me.” 


I rub my breasts together, my legs open to form a V-shape, 
feeling the soaked wetness of my pussy, still tingling from 
the eruption in the elevator. 


Tanner stalks to the end of the bed in his suit, and there’s 
something so freaking hot about that, him suited and me 
naked, like I’m his plaything. 


Oh, God, it feels so good to make him shake and tremble 
like that. 


“That pussy,” he growls, slowly reaching down. “I can’t wait 
to feel how tight it is around my cock, to look down and see 
your cream sliding down my shaft.” 


“I’m ready,” I moan, pinching my nipples softly, enjoying the 
sizzling electricity of it. 


Tanner presses his finger against my clit and holds it there 
firmly, causing time to stop for a few 1 moments as I hover 
atop a gushing lava flow of pleasure, biting my lip and not 
even caring if I usually think I look dorky. 


Tonight is about letting go. 
I’m done being the shy girl. 


“Fuck,” Tanner growls, stepping back and kicking off his 
shoes. “Keep rubbing your tits. Don’t stop.” 


I do as he says, delighted in the instruction he’s giving me. 
It lets me ride the rollercoaster of our desire without 
becoming tangled in the self-doubt of it all. 


I squeeze and rub and softly stroke my nipples, feeling the 
way they harden and tingle. 


Tanner strips quickly and aggressively, as though he can’t 
wait another second for us both to be naked together. 


I take in the sight of his body, his muscles rippled and 
straining against his skin, his abs a solid block of muscle. 
His cock springs free from his pants and points almost 
straight up, a rock-freaking-solid mass of sinful flesh, a 
dollop of delicious looking precome clinging to the end and 
sparkling in the chandelier light. 


My eyes roam to his giant pectorals, straining with power, 
to study the scar that moves from the bottom of his neck 
diagonally across his chest, faded with time. 


He sees me looking and smirks for a moment. 


“TIl explain after,” he grunts. “But now... I need you.” 


He falls onto the bed in a rush of naked flesh, his firm torso 
pressing against my breasts. 


I gasp and throw my arms around him, clinging onto the 
taut muscles that stretch from shoulder to shoulder. 


He rears up like a bear, propping himself up with one arm. 


I grab his arm, feeling the bulging strength of his muscles 
against my palm, making patterns against my touch that 
send surging signals all through my body. 


With his other hand, he reaches down, guiding his searing 
cock to my heat, stroking his engorged helm up and down 
my slit and stroking closer and closer to my hole each time. 


I gasp as the scent of our lust fills the air, tangy, welcoming, 
and his growls fill my ears. 


Primal. 
Mine. 


Slickly, he teases my hole, almost slipping in once or twice 
as more and more wetness floods out of me. I dig my 
fingernails into the rock hard muscles of his back, as though 
if I let go I'll float away and lose this precious moment. 


“Stop teasing,” I gasp. 
He smirks, kissing the edge of my mouth softly. 
“That’s exactly what I was waiting for,” he growls. 


“What?” I sigh breathily, his cock once again slipping 
achingly close to my hungry wet hole. 


“For you to get sassy with me,” he snarls. “Because you’re 
so damn sexy when you get sassy.” 


“In that case, you better hurry up and—Ah, oh, God. Oh, 
fuck, Tanner.” 


He arches his back and drives his cock inside of me, 
pushing until his balls are pressed against my ass cheeks 
and he’s buried as deep as he can go, filling me utterly. His 
cock feels like it swells inside of me, pressing against the 
walls of my pussy. 


A stinging, an aching—a fear. 
He doesn’t fit. Oh, no, I'll have to tell him to stop. 
“Relax,” he whispers, softly kissing my neck. 


I loosen my hold on his back and wait - we stay like that, 
fused together in a fission of lust - and then it comes, my 
pussy filling with creamy relaxation as something bursts 
inside of me and my hole begins to widen, just a little, 
making room for my man. 


And then the fire follows, searing through every part of me, 
sparking from the tip of his massive cock and filling my 
belly, even making my nipples tingle as his chest grinds 
against them. 


Everything is wet and sultry and suddenly the idea that I 
couldn’t take him feels absurd. 


It feels as if my body was designed for him. 
“Oh God,” I whisper. “It feels so ...” 


But I can’t talk as he slowly slides his cock out of me, 
making me feel every naughty inch. His movements are so 
temptingly slow I imagine I can feel my walls tightening 
around the thick veins of his manhood. 


I stare into his eyes as he leans back, beginning to thrust 
faster now, his features twisted as he props himself up with 


one hand and massages my bouncing breasts with the 
other. 


“Fuck, you feel perfect,” he snarls, pinching onto one of my 
nipples with his fingers. “Jesus, yes, Tess. Bounce like that.” 


“Like this?” I moan, arching my hips, even more, sliding 
down him as he thrusts up, both of us sinking into a rhythm 
that requires no coordination. 


We were made for this. 


“Yes,” he growls, pumping his hips like a beast now, 
growling as he slams into me. 


The wetness of our sex fills the room with slapping noises, 
and I’m sure I can smell the tanginess of my own heat, my 
womb. 


But I’m not embarrassed. I don’t care. 


I can’t care when he keeps taking me like this, the bed 
whining as he slams with even more predator’s force, 
causing the mattress to buck beneath us... buck just like I 
do, riding his length as he possesses me with it. 


I grip onto his shoulders so hard I pierce his skin, but he 
just grunts and takes me faster, harder, deeper, over and 
over as I open my mouth to let out a scream. 


But I can’t make any noise except for a strangled, hollow 
sound as I feel the euphoric sensation spreading through 
my whole body, touching the tips of my toes and fingers, 
making my freaking scalp tingle, for Christ’s sake. 


“You tight fucking goddess,” Tanner roars, smashing into 
me with his ten-inch cock, pounding a spot deep inside of 
me I never even knew was there. 


Every time the engorged helm of his meaty length touches 
it, it triggers another wave of that body consuming 
euphoria, until the feeling turns into one long continuous 
buzz. 


I can’t feel each individual pounding of his cock anymore, 
just the constant hum, getting louder, owning me, owning 
me like he owns me. 


“Good,” he snarls, reading my face. “That’s it, Tess. Cream. 
Cream for me. Squirt down my cock. Do...It...Now.” 


With each syllable, he pumps, the conflagration inside of me 
somehow getting deeper, as though the pleasure is burning 
right down to my very atoms. 


I let out a scream when the earth shattering orgasm 
crashes into me, my pussy getting so tight that for a few 
moments it’s like his massive cock isn’t going to fit back 
inside of me. 


But then he drives in and— 
Oh. My. God. 


It’s nothing like when he made me come with his hand or 
his mouth. 


This is like he’s plucking the strings of my soul, the music of 
my ecstasy loud in my ears as all the pent-up pressure in 
that sweet spot explodes in a Big Bang of release. 


I claw down his chest, tracing his muscles with my 
fingernails as I bounce on his cock, grinding my hole down 
to his base as he thrusts harder, more possessively. 


He looks down and makes a growling noise. 


“My cock’s covered in your sweet cream,” he snarls, voice 
twisted. 


“Come inside me,” I moan, sensing how close he is, 
somehow getting the words out past my lust-warped cries. 
“Please, Tanner, p-please ...” 


“Cream again,” he groans. “Then I might...” 


“Ahhhh,” I scream, as though his words have triggered 
something inside of me. 


Another wave of fresh fire blooms inside me, pulsating like 
a rave down there, my hole squeezing and loosening as 
more squirting pleasure surges out of me, a wet release 
that feels like bursting a balloon of pure release. 


I grab his face, feeling his powerful jaw, looking into his 
eyes as his lips twist and he lets out a carnal roar that 
shakes the very walls. 


“Yes, yes, yes,” I cry, urging him on as his body grows 
somehow tenser. 


He roars even louder, pounding frantically, his eyes glazed 
over in a film of lust as he stares burningly at me, every 
muscle in his honed body standing out in clear outline as he 
erupts and shoots his seed into my aching womb. 


“Fuck,” he groans, dropping onto the bed next to me. “Jesus 
Christ, Tess, that was...” 


“Better than I can believe,” I finish for him. 


He hugs me close to him, glancing down at the blossom of 
red on the cream sheets, marking the moment of him taking 
my virginity. I cringe for a moment as we both stare down at 
it, wondering if this is the moment where he finally gets 
grossed it. 


But instead, his lips crease into something like a smile, not 
his just-Tanner smirk. 


He pulls me to him and lays a kiss on my sex-sweaty 
forehead. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


l anner 


We sit on the balcony, overlooking the city with the night air 
pricking coolly. I feel my manhood stir as I wrap my arms 
around Tess’s waist and hug her tighter, her ass cheeks 
grinding against my crotch, her thighs too tempting not to 
grab and massage as we watch the stars and the star like 
lights of the city below. 


“I feel like we’re on top of the world,” Tess whispers, 
wriggling enticingly in my lap. 
“That’s because we are,” I say, drawing patterns on her 
bare thighs with my fingertips. 


We’re wearing the bathrobes supplied by the hotel, the 
material plush and indulgent, but nothing’s as indulgent as 
the absolute captivation I feel every time I touch my queen. 


“So, how was I?” she asks a moment later. 


“Pfft,” I mutter, laughing grimly. “Now you’re just fishing for 
compliments, Tess. You know how you fucking were. Mind 


boggling. Fucking enthralling. You’re everything I ever 
dreamed of and more.” 


She glows endearingly and then traces her finger down my 
chest, over my scar, and she doesn’t even have to say 
anything for me to understand what she’s asking with the 
gesture. 


Aren’t you going to tell me how you got it? You promised. 
“You’ve read Promenade in the Rain,” I murmur. 


She tilts her head at me as though I’ve stated something 
beyond obvious. 


“Okay,” I chuckle. “Fair enough. But you know how 
everybody says that book is autobiographical, based on 
what happened to my parents?” 


She nods. “Yeah, it was how they advertised it, wasn’t it?” 


I nod darkly. “Yeah, and that pissed me off pretty badly. I 
was too young and unknown to do anything about it then, 
but you'll notice that no book after that ever used my 
personal tragedy for advertising. Anyway, the main 
character in Promenade, he hides when they break into his 
house and—Shit, I might need to get a beer for this.” 


“Wait here,” she says, hopping to her feet, her robe opening 
slightly to show an impossible-to-resist nipple, red and sore 
looking from our sex. 


I lean forward and take it in my mouth, sucking and feeling 
the tremors move through her body. 


“Nah uh,” she moans, taking a step back with visible effort. 
“You’re not getting away that easy.” 


“Hurry up with that beer, then,” I joke, giving her a spank 
on her round, juicy, fuck-me-hard ass. 


She giggles and swats at me - it’s all in fun and always will 
be - and then walks into the hotel suite in a way that glues 
my eyes to the swishing motion of her hips. 


I turn back to the night, a dark feeling creeping into my 
gut. 


Am I really going to tell her this? 


I’ve never spoken about it aloud to anyone, not even to my 
agent. 


The police at the time knew, of course, but they weren’t 
about to release what really happened to the public. As far 
as my readers are concerned, I was just like the protagonist 
in Promenade, hiding in my bedroom when the attackers 
tormented and eventually killed my family. 


She returns with the beer and I can’t help but let myself 
greedily devour the image of her standing there at the open 
balcony door, her robe fastened in the middle so that it 
blooms out with the curvature of her hips and her breasts, a 
perfect figure that sends imperative lust deep into my core. 


And always will. 
I’ll never stop being attracted to her. 
But there’s more, too. 


It’s the goddamn domestic way she stands there, just so 
maternal and womanly it makes me ache. 


She places the beer in front 
“What’s wrong with my lap?” I banter. 


“Nothing’s wrong with it,” she says, become sassier and 
feistier by the minute. “It’s just that you seem to be under 
the impression that I’m irresistible—” 


“That’s because you are—” 


“And the last thing I want is to distract you so much that you 
break your promise.” 


Right. 
My promise of telling her what I’ve never told anyone else. 


I take the cold beer and take a long sip, letting it settle in 
my belly. 


And then I turn back to the city. 


Looking at her right now is too difficult, the openness of her 
expression, the understanding sparking across her lovely 
features. 


“The protagonist in the novel - Jamie - he hears the 
commotion downstairs, hears the home invaders attacking 
his parents, and he’s so terrified that he hides.” 


“He knew that he had to fight. There was an instinct inside 
of him, a primal howling, a call to the wild—to be a savage, 
to protect. But there was something else, too, a child, and 
that screamed at him to stay where he was and wait for 
some other to handle it for him.” 


I can’t help but smirk, shaking my head in disbelief. 
“Jesus, Tess, you really are a fan, eh?” 


“Guilty as charged,” she says sweetly, reaching across to 
take my hand. “So what really happened?” 


I feel myself tensing up, as though any moment my self- 
protective instincts are going to force me to stand up and 
just walk away, telling her nothing. 


But then she gives my hand a squeeze. 


Honesty. 
I promised her. 


“T heard the men break in—two of them. I heard them 
arguing. I was fourteen years old and I was scared at first, 
terrified. I hid in my room but then I heard Mom scream 
and I just went into autopilot. I ran down the stairs and I 
fought with those motherfuckers. I don’t remember much of 
it, just snippets, blood-red fucking vignettes. I fought with 
them and even if one cut me - giving me this scar - I won. 
And by won I mean I killed them both. My mother was 
already dead. My dad lay dying from his injuries.” 


I shiver as a weight I didn’t even realize I’ve been carrying 
around this whole time is lifted from my burdened back and 
sent scattering into the star laden sky. 


“Jesus,” I whisper, letting out a strangled laugh. “I’m sorry. I 
didn’t mean to get so graphic.” 


“Hey,” she teases lightly. “What did we say about the S- 
word?” 


I turn to her, unable to stop the smirk from touching my 
lips. “Fair enough. But I never thought I’d tell anybody this. 
It feels ... different. I don’t know. I feel freer.” 


“You did what you had to do,” Tess says, making circles 
around my knuckles with her delicate touch, a touch I’d die 
before I let go. “You know that, right?” 


“I don’t care about those men,” I say. “Killing changed me, I 
guess. It made me colder, more distant. Perhaps part of me 
cares about that. But the bastards who killed my parents? 
No, I don’t give a fuck. The only thing I regret is not getting 
down there before they did what they did.” 


“You were scared, Tanner,” she says firmly. “That’s not your 
fault, either.” 


I grunt gruffly. “Say what you want, but the fact is if I went 
down there sooner—” 


“You could’ve died. You don’t know what would’ve 
happened if you went down there sooner.” 


She leans over and brings her face close to mine, washing 
me with her just-Tess scent. I stare back into her 
understanding eyes, seeing deep wells of acceptance there, 
the sort of acceptance I never dreamed this news would 
prompt. 


“What happened, happened,” she says. “We can’t change 
the past, only the future. Writers, we ... we get lost, don’t 
we? Our curse is to think too deeply and—listen to me.” She 
laughs, cutting herself off. “I say writers like everybody else 
doesn’t overthink and have regrets. Maybe it’s just part of 
being human. But if you let it consume you, Tanner, you 
won't be able to even wake up in the morning.” 


“How did I get so lucky?” I growl, grabbing her hips and 
dragging her into my lap where she belongs. “I’m so damn 
glad that you’re such an amazing writer. That the second I 
read your story I knew I had to have you in my class.” 


“TIl always be here for you,” she whispers, moving her hand 
over my jawline, down to my neck. Her touch is electric and 
awakens my animal lust, a constant cacophony of desire 
each time we come into contact. “Whatever we face, 
Tanner, we can do it together.” 


I slide my hands up her back and through her luxurious 
hair, savoring the way she shivers against me, savoring the 
way her eyes seem to shine with the starlight. 


“Tess,” I murmur. “I think it’s time I took you back to the 
bedroom.” 


“Really?” she says, her voice pitched in a faux innocent way. 
“And what on earth would we do in there, if I may be so bold 
to ask?” 


I slide my hands down, toward her hips, and then grip her 
sides with a devilish smirk on my face. 


“I didn’t get to ask you something very important in the 
restaurant,” I say, using some fake innocence of my own. 


“What did you want to know?” she asks. 
“Well... are you ticklish?” 


Her eyes widen as she realizes what I’m about to do, and 
then she leaps to her feet with me chasing after her, both of 
us laughing like crazy, both of us completely immersed in 
the other. 


Forever, this woman is forever. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
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“Thanks so much for taking care of him,” I say, leaning 
against the balcony with the morning sunlight shining down 
on me. 


My chest feels light and airy, filled with optimism for the 
future. 


And my sex is all achy from last night. 


I get shivers just thinking about what happened after 
Tanner tickled me into the bedroom, the way we fell upon 
each other like wild animals. 


I sat on top of him this time, sinking deeply onto his cock, 
sliding and then bouncing, the robe all tangled around my 
hips and my breasts, both of us writhing and singing a tune 
of pure unfiltered lust. 


I have to forcibly tug myself back to the present, the 
memory is so powerful. 


“I should’ve texted you,” I go on. “I totally spaced.” 


“Oh, hush,” Kait laughs. “We had a great time, didn’t we, 
Giz? I painted his nails and he tried to paint mine, but he 
needs to improve his technique.” 


I giggle. “I’ll sign him up for a few beautician courses, 
then.” 


“Anyway, stop trying to change the subject. How did it go 
last night?” 
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“You know ... it. 


I can almost see her rubbing her hands together gleefully 
as I gaze into the sky, the snow white clouds reforming into 
the image of my best friend with a tell-me-about-your-sex- 
life look on her face. 


“It went,” I say. 


She claps and in the background, I hear Gizmo purring as 
though joining in on the excitement. 


“T knew it would,” she says. “And?” 
“And what?” I laugh. 


“You’re not seriously telling me that that’s all the juicy 
details I’m getting.” 


“I’m afraid that’s exactly what I’m telling you,” I say, 
tightening my robe as a gust of wind makes it ruffle behind 
me like a cape. “We shouldn’t be much longer, anyway. I’ve 
got work this afternoon.” 


“Oh, goodie,” Kait says sarcastically. “Because you’re really 
getting in the way of my extremely important plans... not.” 


“Have you given it any more thought?” I ask. “About what 
you’re going to do?” 


“No,” she sighs. “I will, though. I promise.” 
“Okay. See you later.” 


“Sounds good. Now go and have the dirtiest sex 
imaginable.” 


I shake my head, laugh, and then hang up the phone and 
just stand there for a few moments. I make myself reflect on 
the moment, the absolute unreality of it ... the absolute 
reality of it. 


Because it’s happening, it’s real. 
And I’m tired of doubting that. 


I’m standing on the balcony of a presidential suite with my 
childhood crush waiting for me inside, my alpha writer 
hunk who last night revealed his deepest secret to me. 


It made me feel so much closer to him when he told me the 
truth, as though fragmented sections of our souls were 
fusing together, to make something whole, both of us 
combined. 


I head inside to find Tanner sitting on the regal couch, the 
piece of furniture looking like something out of a Victorian 
manor house, Tanner seeming incongruous hunched over in 
just his boxer shorts. The muscles of his back shift and 
become taut as he leans over the ornate table, one hand 
propped on a notepad and the other holding a pen. Both 
the paper and the pen have the hotel’s logo on them. 


He’s writing. 


The sight is something to behold, the way his eyes star 
fixedly on the paper, the way his hand moves as though 
possessed by some greater force. He doesn’t even look up 
at me, his concentration is so great, and I don’t care... 


No, more than that, I don’t want him to look at me, not until 
he’s ready. 


This is a huge moment for him and that means it’s a huge 
moment for me too, watching him fulfill his passion, his 
purpose, after so long of being blocked from it. 


I sit down and simply watch him, unable to stop my body 
from buzzing and tingling at the sight of his monstrously 
muscled body, the fresh morning sunlight cutting fresh lines 
in his marble form that I didn’t notice before. It makes the 
steel in his hair shine like metal. 


For an hour or more, we stay like this, my eyes consuming 
his every movement, hypnotized by the tsk-tsk of his pen on 
the paper. 


Finally, he looks up at me as though waking from a dream, a 
faraway look in his eyes before they finally settle on me in 
passion I recognize from last night. 


“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he sighs. 
A thrill moves through me. 


“Never mind that,” I say, even as I think, Liar I mind that 
very much. “You're writing, Tanner. This is great.” 


“Yeah...” 


He stands up and walks over to me, reaching down and 
gripping my hands in his. I collapse against his bare chest, 
moving my hands over his back. I can’t believe how natural 
it feels. 


“And I have you to thank for that,” he says. “Waking up next 
to you this morning - and talking to you about what 
happened to me last night - I don’t know, Tess, it’s like it 
changed something inside of me. I can’t explain it. All I 
know is that when I came in here and saw you standing out 


there, like a fucking painting - beautiful and sexy and just 
plain perfect in that robe - I had to grab a pen. I had to 
start writing.” 


“So you’re saying I’ve cured you?” I say. 


I’m trying for sassy, but a look of dead seriousness comes 
over his face. 


“You did,” he says passionately. 


“T expect a note in the dedication page,” I banter. But then I 
quickly add, “It will have to be anonymous, though. I don’t 
want to piggyback on your success to get a book published. 
I want to do it on my own.” 


“Really?” he says, a note of surprise in his voice. 
I nod firmly. “Of course. Why, is that really so shocking?” 


“Well, yeah,” he chuckles, seeming more carefree now that 
he’s been able to get some words down, as though he 
doesn’t have to live in a prison of his own making anymore. 
“When I was first starting out, I would’ve used any damn 
advantage I could. Hell, I did. Do you think Promenade in 
the Rain would’ve gotten published if the editor didn’t 
research me and find out that it was based on my life?” 


“Yes,” I say, gripping onto his shoulders with a partner’s 
dedication. “Because it’s an amazing book and you’re an 
amazing writer. Of course, it would’ve been published.” 


“Maybe,” he says. “Or maybe not. Who knows?” 
“T mean it, Tanner,” I say. “This is important to me.” 


“Then it will be anonymous,” he says. “I respect the hell out 
of that, Tess.” 


Pride whelms in my chest as we sink into each other, 
drifting into a natural embrace that feels both like we’ve 


done it a thousand times before and yet utterly new, the 
beautiful contradiction that is being with Tanner Telford. 


I love you so much. 


A rod of stiff tension moves through me at the thought, my 
head pounding along with my heart, every inch of me 
buzzing with the revelation. 


No, not revelation, realization, because I think I’ve loved 
this man for a long time ... and now more than ever, this 
moment, our closeness, the tingling in my sex, all of it 
combining into a shattering bomb of want. 


“Tess,” Tanner murmurs, leaning back from the embrace to 
regard me perceptively. “Are you okay?” 


“Great,” I say, a strangled quality to my voice. 
No lies, remember... 
But what if the L-word is just too much for him? 


There’s a difference, isn’t there, between being close and 
together and him claiming me and being in love. 


But that could just be my self-doubts - the ones I promised 
myself I’d no longer listen to - rearing their ugly head. 


And yet even if that’s the case, am I really going to be the 
first one to say it? 


Hell. No. 


“We should get going soon,” I murmur, walking over to the 
balcony, leaning against the railing, and suddenly glad for 
the fresh bracing air. “I need to get changed for work.” 


“Work,” Tanner says, sliding up beside me, standing there 
in his boxer shorts and not giving a damn. “Writing is your 


work, Tess. You should be spending as much time as 
possible on your craft, nothing else.” 


“Pfft,” I say, glad for the change of subject. 

I love you so freaking much. 

Okay, my mind needs to hit mute, pronto. 
“Unfortunately I live in the real world, and—” 


“Money is no concern for you now,” Tanner cuts in. “I know, 
I know,” he rushes to add, perhaps sensing my budding 
protests. “You’ve survived on your own your whole life. 
You’ve never needed help before. I respect the hell out of 
that, Tess. Seriously. But you don’t have to now, not if you 
don’t want to. Let me support you. Let me be there for you. 
Let me make it so you can dedicate yourself to your talent. 
Because you really are talented. I’m not just saying that 
because you’re drop dead gorgeous. Your prose, it has 
something, something that’s hard to describe until you read 
it. It’s...” 


He pauses and I feel my heart soaring with the heat of his 
praise. 


“It’s you,” he breathes. “Yeah, that’s it. When I read it, I felt 
like I knew you.” 


I blink, staring at the clouds that seem so close I can touch 
them. 


“Can I think about it?” I say. “I guess it’s different from 
getting published because I’m your...” 


His what? What are we? 


Oh, God, the L-word insecurity is spawning similar, 
tangential insecurities, and now they’re all spreading 


through me like a sticky spider’s web that can’t be 
contained, the arachnid of my anxiety spinning endlessly. 


“Of course,” Tanner says. “You never have to do anything 
you don’t want to, Tess.” 


“Thank you,” I whisper, smiling as he wraps his arm around 
me and holds me, both of us turning down to look at the 
city, so small from up here, so insignificant, as though we’re 
the only people who matter. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


l anner 


I sit at the desk in the third bedroom of Tess’s apartment. 


Tess’s apartment, a voice laughs in my mind, but it’s a laugh 
of pure delight. 


She has so quickly become a fixture in my life and I’d have 
it no other way. 


I turn back to my notepad and continue writing, my 
breathing coming peacefully, slowly, the way it always does 
when I’m able to sink into the world of my words. 


I only stop when there’s a light knock on my door. 
“It’s me,” Tess says, her voice low. 


“You don’t have to whisper,” I laugh, spinning in the desk 
chair. 


The bedroom is plain, a simple bed and a few drawers and a 
bedside table, waiting for me to fill it. She cracks the door 
open and looks across the almost bare room, freshly 
showered and changed into her barista gear, the caramel 


shirt hugging onto her breasts and her hips and her jet 
black tights under her skirt only serving to make me want 
to peel them away and reveal the flesh beneath. 


“Sorry,” she giggles, walking into the room, the fire safety 
door closing behind her. “TI just don’t want to disturb you.” 


“You could never disturb me,” I growl. “Are you ready to 
go?” 


“Sort of,” she laughs. “I mean, yes, I’m ready to go.” 


“But you’re thinking about what I said,” I say, reading the 
indecision flitting across her face. 


Her eyes widen in recognition and I stand, prowling across 
the room, stopping bare inches from her so that I can scent 
her pheromones and her perfume. 


“And maybe seeing me write this morning has triggered 
some inspiration in you, eh?” 


She pauses, shooting me a playful pout. 
“Maybe,” she mutters. 


“And maybe you’d rather focus on that instead of slaving 
away in a Cafe?” 


She throws her hands up. “Well, of course, I would,” she 
says. “But what am I supposed to do, just quit my job and 
let you pay for everything?” 


“Yes,” I say without hesitation. “At first, anyway. But it won’t 
take long for you to really come into your own as a writer.” 


“If I could dedicate myself to it full time,” she muses. 


“Exactly. So what’s the problem?” 


She sighs, her hands worrying at each other. We share a 
look as I reach across and take them, prying them apart 
and holding them firmly. 


“T feel guilty,” she admits. 
“About what?” 


“Well... what makes me so special? I’m sure a lot of people 
working in service jobs would just like to quit and live their 
dreams, but they don’t get to, do they? So why should I?” 


“Because I’m not offering them,” I growl. “Tess, you need to 
start understanding that you fucking deserve a whole lot 
more than you ever thought before. I get it—your childhood 
fucked you up. Mine fucked me up too. But I’m ready to face 
that, together.” 


She flinches, my words having a visible impact on her. 
“Whoah,” she says. “When you put it like that...” 
“Ts that a yes?” I ask. 


“I... I think it might be,” she murmurs. “Yes, I really think 
so. But I can’t quit today. It wouldn’t be fair to by co- 
workers.” 


I glance at the clock. It’s half past one. 
“What time’s your shift?” I ask. 
“Half past three.” 


“Half past three,” I laugh. “Then why the fuck are we 
leaving now?” 


Her characteristic blush spreads over her face and neck 
and she laughs in a way that touches every part of my soul. 


“I don’t know,” she giggles. “Jeez, I guess I’m so used to 
public transport I sort of just did it on autopilot. Yeah, I 
guess we don’t need to leave for a little bit.” 


“Good,” I growl, striding across the room and turning the 
lock. 


“Tanner...” 


I turn to her, unable to stop the drumming desire coursing 
through me. 


“Tess,” I say, matching her tone as I stalk back across the 
room and stand over her, staring down at my no-longer- 
virgin princess. “If you think I’m not going to bend you over 
that bed and pull those fucking tights down to see those 
creamy thighs—if you think I’m not going to take you from 
behind, because I haven’t done that yet and I need to see 
that ass bouncing for me, then you’re wrong, dead-fucking- 
wrong.” 


Her lust causes her expression to shift and change, she 
bites her lip and her eyes widen and she tugs at every 
sultry part of me. 


“What about Kait and Gizmo?” 
I cock a smirk. “We’ll have to be quiet, then.” 
“What if I can’t?” 


I lean forward, trailing my fingers up her arms and 
relishing the way it makes her shiver. She stops biting her 
lip with a gasp as I lean closer, bringing our faces together, 
staring straight into the intelligent spunkiness of her eyes. 


“Then you’ll have to bite the pillow like the dirty girl you 
are,” I growl. 


“Oh, God,” she whimpers. 


I take her by the shoulders, letting all my niceties fall away 
as I guide her to the bed. The way she follows my 
movements does funny things to my insides, as though 
we’re dancers, as though she’s leading the way even if I’m 
the one guiding us. 


“Fuck, fuck,” I grunt, as she bends over for me, presenting 
her ass clad in the black barista’s skirt, creeping up to show 
me her panties through her tights, beyond tempting. 


“T need that pussy,” I snarl, sliding my hand over her 
gorgeous round ass cheeks and then pushing up her skirt. 


I grab the waistband of her tights and pull them down, inch 
by torturous inch, revealing the goose-pimple-dappled 
majesty of her thighs. I pull them down just enough, the 
fabric trapping her legs, her panties showing the shape and 
texture of her perfect heat. 


“T want you like this,” I growl. “All tangled up for me. Mine. 
Always fucking mine.” 


“Mmm,” she moans, looking at me over her shoulder. 
I smirk. “Are you trying to be quiet?” 


She nods, making another muffled moaning sound that 
somehow - impossibly - increases my carnal need for her. 


I reach down and quickly unzip my pants, reaching in and 
fiddling with my boxers. I manage to free my cock and then 
guide it through the zipper, the quickest way for me to get 
inside of her, inside that wet tight hole. 


The only thing I care about right now is how irresistible she 
IS. 


“Pull your panties aside for me,” I command her. 


She moans again, trying to keep quiet, and that just keeps 
driving me wilder. I stare in captivation as she reaches 
between her legs and shifts her panties, exposing her pink 
precious hole, beads of wetness sliding down over her lips 
and her clit. 


I step forward, gripping my shaft and then sliding my tip 
over her ass cheeks, painting them in my precome. 


I can smell the tanginess of her, her lust filling the air. 


“You might want to bite the sheets,” I growl. “Because I 
can’t take you slow. You’re too perfect bent over like that 
for me.” 


“Ah,” she whimpers, as I slide my head into her waiting 
hole. 


I have to bite down to stop myself from letting out a roar, 
aware that her friend and dog could be passing by just 
outside the room, an illicit feeling falling over us that just 
adds to the starving carnality of the moment. 


I dive deep, pushing with all the power in my tight abs, 
feeling her hole tighten wetly around my throbbing cock. 


“F-fuck,” she whispers, fiercely. 


I stare in captivation down at her ass cheeks, flattening 
against the fabric of my shirt, so fleshy and divinely carved. 


I reach down and palm them, pressing them together to 
make a bundle of gorgeous juiciness that I can’t help but 
gaze at, fucking hypnotized. 


Then I really can’t help myself. 


I start to slide my hand toward her naughty little asshole, 
my cock throbbing as I pull out and then ram into her again 
—hard. 


So hard that she bucks forward and almost falls onto the 
bed. 


I grab her shoulder with her other hand and pull her 
toward me, guiding the soaked beauty of her hole right 
down to my base again. 


“T need to feel that ass,” I groan. “Just a finger. Just a taset.” 
“Do it,” she breathes. 
“Really?” I snarl. 


“Y-yes,” she whimpers, twitching those childbearing hips in 
a way that has my world doing backflips. 


My entire shaft is a fiery pole of temptation as I take her 
faster, and faster, sliding brutally into her pink hole and 
smoothing my finger toward her ass at the same time. 


I slow down my thrusting when I reach her puckered little 
asshole, pushing softly, and then a little harder, opening her 
up and feeling how eagerly she takes my finger. 


I take her slower now, feeling my finger pressing against my 
shaft through her walls, a dirty act that does nothing to 
make her seem less queenly in my eyes. 


“Oh,” she whimpers 


“Fuck,” I groan, staring down as her delicious white juices 
squirts all down my shaft, right down to my balls. 


I can’t help myself as I slip my finger from her ass, moving it 
down to my shaft as she continues to pulse and shimmer 
with her release, biting onto the sheet to stop herself from 
screaming. 


I slide my finger over the creamy goodness and then move 
back to her asshole, using her own glorious come as lube to 
slip back in, fingerfucking her precious ass in time with my 


thrusts now, the sight of her covered in her own cream 
driving me to my own feral release. 


“Keep moving like that,” I gasp. 


“Like this, baby?” she moans, her confidence causing fresh 
lust to bloom fire-like inside of me. 


She shifts her hips just so, capturing me with the way her 
ass bounces against my abs and vibrates with the impact, 
my come-slick finger teasing and pleasing her gorgeous 
asshole with each movement. 


“Y-yes,” I snarl. 


I slip my hand from her asshole and grab her shoulders, 
unable to hold back anymore, the beast inside of me tearing 
the bars of its cage to tiny metal snowflakes and taking 
possession of my body. 


I grab her shoulders and drive at the same time, pounding 
into her with every ounce of power my hard honed body 
possesses. 


I drive so that she collapses forward with a squeal, getting a 
mouthful of sheets as I collapse atop the bed, holding myself 
up with a fist laid on either side of her head as I drive her 
into the mattress. 


Her screams would bring down the bedroom if she didn’t 
push her face into the sheets, but even so the bed whines 
and creaks out with the impact of each ferocious thrust. 


I stare down at her ass cheeks, unable to look away, bang- 
bang-banging her ass shaking for me, shimmering with the 
light of her creamy come. 


She squirts again, right at the moment the humming 
crescendo becomes too much for me to handle, my seed 
scorching up my shaft and shooting deep inside of her. 


We both make muffled noises of pure animal pleasure as I 
collapse atop her, letting my mouth come to rest on the 
back of her neck, tasting her sweat, her just-Tess tanginess. 


“Jeez,” she whispers, as I roll to the side so that we can face 
each other. 


We turn so that we’re gazing into each other’s eyes, her 
face flushed and her eyes sparking in the excitement I’m 
already addicted to. 


“So that was new.” 


“Yeah, I didn’t plan on that,” I smirk. “You just looked too 
damn perfect.” 


“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing that,” she smiles. 


“Good,” I snarl. “Because I’ll never get tired of saying it.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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I sit at the rear of the lecture hall with Gizmo in my lap, 
unable to stop the secret smile from spreading across my 
lips every time Tanner and I meet eyes. 


The thought that last time we were in class he was just the 
teacher and I was just his student seems absurd, as though 
that is the dream, as though that is what I have to question 
now. 


Our romance sings a song of certainty in my mind each time 
he returns my look, his blue eyes flickering knowingly and 
his smirk ticking. 


“Writer’s block,” he muses, pacing up and down in a suit of 
pure silver. 


His five o’clock shadow has regrown since our date, spots of 
salt catching the early morning sun that shafts through the 
window. My body sizzles when I think about the dirty 
adventures we’ve shared since our night in Abode. 


“When I was younger, I thought it was a myth. That’s a very 
foolish thing to admit, but it’s true. My words had always 
come in a torrent. I often wished I didn’t have to write so 
much. But then it happened to me, this confusing stoppage 
of that which I’d always taken for granted. I didn’t know 
how to fix it. But then I...” 


He trails off and I feel the classroom holding their breath, 
Firecracker Red not even trying to hide the way she’s 
gaping at him. Even Gizmo turns from me to Tanner, head 
cocked, his long-haired ears perked inquisitively. 


Tanner smirks and lets out a rumbling laugh. 


“Then I found my key,” he says, his eyes laser focused on 
me, causing a blush to spread across my cheeks and neck. 


But this blush isn’t powered by the fuel of nervousness or 
self-doubt. 


This is one of pure red hot lust. 


My womb gives a shiver inside of me, as though telling me 
that she needs more of his seed, the greedy girl. 


More, more, more. 


“Tf you find yourself suffering from writer’s block, then - in 
my recent experience - there’s probably something you 
need to get off your chest. But first you have to find that 
special somebody you’re willing to share things with. I 
never thought I would, until now...” 


He keeps staring at me, so hard and with such flaring 
passion that Firecracker Red and a few other students turn 
to face the rear of the lecture hall. 


They all look past me, as though never guessing that J could 
be his object of his attention. 


But I don’t care, not anymore. 
I don’t need their approval. 


I’ve got my craft and my man and a future sparkling as 
bright as a golden sea. 


What more could I need? 


“Anyway,” Tanner says, dragging his gaze away from me 
with an effort. 


I can read the effort in the way his body moves, the subtle 
tics in his expression, as though we’ve known each other for 
several years and not just over a week. 


“It doesn’t make sense,” I whispered to him last night, 
feeling oh-so-protected in the rocky firmness of his 
embrace. “But do you know what? I’m sick and tired of 
questioning it. Maybe we were fused a long time ago, you 
know? Maybe fate fused us. Does that sound silly?” 


He kissed my head softly, causing tingles to spread down 
over my forehead and cheeks. 


“No,” he said, his voice an animal’s soft possessive growl in 
the darkness beside me. A growl that said, J will always 
protect you, no matter what happens. “That’s the sort of 
thing I’d normally scoff at, Tess. But I can’t, not with you. 
Because when we met, it was like I recognized you, even if 
we’d never seen each other before.” 


Now, sitting in the lecture hall, I feel warm tingles dancing 
over me as I remember his words. 


Tanner walks over to his desk, probably to collect a piece of 
paper with some work related task on it. 


But he only gets halfway across the room when the door 
bursts open and somebody lets out an ear shattering cry. 


“He’s got a fucking gun.” 

My blood stills. 

That’s Kait’s voice. 

“Shut up, bitch,” a man growls. 
Oh, no. 

Please God, no. 

That’s Dirk’s voice. 


I stare as disbelief flutters through my body, making my 
skin burn with the surrealism of it all. Dirk drags Kait in 
roughly by her arm, his pistol casually held in his other 
hand as all the students in Tanner’s class - including me - 
take in a sharp breath. 


Kait and I meet gazes and I can see the message blazing 
from her tear streaked eyes. 


I’m sorry. 


I feel something in my chest drop when I realize what 
must’ve happened. Dirk found a way to contact her and lure 
her out of the apartment. Perhaps he used blackmail or 
perhaps he emotionally messed with her head, which is this 
piece of dirt’s specialty. 


Whatever it is, my friend has nothing to be sorry for. This 
isn’t her fault. 


It’s his. 


Dirk’s nose is covered in crisscrossed bandages from where 
Tanner broke it last time they met. His clothes are soiled 
and his bald head shines in the lights of the lecture hall. 


A moment later, several other men lumber into the room, 
tall, wide men with tough faces and an aura of violence 
around them. I count seven as my hands move through 
Gizmo’s fur, terror pounding in my chest, for myself yes ... 
but more for Kait, and for Tanner, who’s standing opposite 
Dirk and the men hanging at his sides and a subtle smirk on 
his face. 


Please don’t fight them, I want to scream, but my tongue 
has stopped working, tangled in my mouth. You’re strong, 
but there are eight of them. And Dirk has a gun. 


“I told you I wouldn’t forget, didn’t I?” Dirk growls, 
gesturing at Tanner with his gun. “You see, all I wanted was 
to get my daughter and ditch the States before the fucking 
Feds got any ideas. But you couldn’t mind your own 
business, could you? So now I’m going to have to take my 
pound of flesh.” 


“With seven thugs for backup,” Tanner says, voice utterly 
calm. “How brave of you.” 


Dirk glances around the classroom, causing every one of 
the students to cringe back under the violence of his gaze. 


“All of you put your cellphones on your desks now,” he 
grunts. 


We all comply, the fear of the gun causing our movements to 
come fast and with terror laced beneath them. My hand 
shivers as I place my on the desk and Gizmo gives an 
answering shiver from my lap, making a soft whining noise. 


Dirk glances up at the noise, narrowing his eyes when he 
spots me. A knife-like smile spreads across his face. The 
blood red teardrop tattoo under his eye puckers with the 
expression. 


“Ah, there she is,” he says. “Fellas, go and get the bitch with 
the rat for me, would you?” 


“Please,” Kait whines. “Please don’t do this—” 
She lets out a cry as Dirk tightens his grip on her arm. 


Something in me snaps and I jump to my feet, cradling 
Gizmo close to my chest as I stare blazing fury across at 
Dirk. 


“You’re a pathetic fucking loser,” I scream. “Do you hear 
me, Dirk? You’re a sad, pathetic—Hey, get the hell away 
from me.” 


I transfer my gaze to the two goons approaching. 


One wearing a khaki colored jacket that looks as though it 
hasn’t been washed in a week, and is too small for him, too. 
That probably has something to do with how huge he is, 
Tanner’s height, just as wide, a solid mass of violence 
moving calmly toward me. The other is only slightly shorter 
with a puffed-up face, eyes glazed over as though he’s on 
drugs. 


He probably is. 


“Td listen to her,” Tanner murmurs from the front of the 
room, his eyes cold as they move over the men. 


“You’re not in charge anymore, tough guy,” Dirk snaps. 
“Bring her here, fellas.” 


“Don’t touch her,” Tanner growls. “She’ll come of her own 
accord, won’t you, Tess?” 


He shoots me a message with his eyes, Do what they say. 


I feel my trust for him blasting in a series of firework like 
explosions in my chest. 


I don’t know what he’s planning, but I nod and then walk 
toward the front of the room. As I move, I quickly hand 
Gizmo to the closest student - the elderly lady - and 
thankfully she takes him. 


Gizmo whines and struggles in her grip, but she holds him 
firmly. 


I don’t want him anywhere near this sneering psychopath. 


Dirk’s men gather behind him again as Dirk raises his 
pistol, aiming it at my head. 


With the gun aimed at me, he turns to Tanner, an evil glint 
in his eyes. 


“Apologize,” he snarls. “You hear me, motherfucker? 
Apologize or lll blow her brains out. Not so tough now, eh?” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


l anner 


The pulsating gets even fiercer when he points the gun at 
my queen, a savage chord striking over and over at the 
back of my skull. 


The beast inside me roars as my gaze flicks between the 
men, judging the distance, judging the seeming 
hopelessness of this situation. 


Dirk’s the only one with his gun drawn, but it’s difficult to 
tell if the others have weapons, perhaps knives stowed in 
boots and pockets. 


Tess’s friend, Kait, is pinned under Dirk’s arm now, her 
head sagging under the weight of the moment. 


The classroom stares on, each of them paralyzed by the 
sudden violence of this moment. 


My heart beats faster and more brutal each time I think of 
Dirk pulling that trigger, of splattering my love’s brains out 
over the lecture hall floor. 


I love you, Tess. 


Why the fuck did I wait so long to say it? 


I should’ve roared it at her the second I caught her spying 
on me in this very room. 


“You hear me?” Dirk snarls. “I said apologize or lll blow 
this bitch to smithereens.” 


I have to get him to point the gun at me. 


I stalk forward subtly, watching the tension in Dirk’s arm, 
watching his body language, acutely primed to even the 
tiniest change in his thug like expression. The men behind 
him wear the bored, passive expressions of men who are 
used to violence, paid to inflict it. 


“I'm sorry, Dirk,” I say. “I’m sorry that you’re such a piece of 
shit. I’m sorry that you’re a pervert—” 


“Are you a fucking idiot?” Dirk snarls, spinning and pointing 
the barrel of the gun at me. 


Something lightens in my chest as I stare down death, 
because at least now - in the short term - Tess isn’t in 
danger. That’s all that matters. 


“Yeah, exactly,” Dirk smirks, perhaps taking my stillness for 
fear, where in reality I’m telling every single muscle and 
sinew and instinct I have to get ready. 


I remember that night, creeping down the stairs to find the 
two killers in my living room. I remember the blood and the 
stink of it. I remember the moment I decided to shut off my 
emotions and become a frenetic whirl of death. 


I will never let anyone hurt my family again. 


And that’s what Tess is, what she became the moment I laid 
eyes upon her. 


The mother of my children. 


The only family I’ll ever need. 


“Not so easy to forget who’s in charge with a gun pointed at 
you, is it?” Dirk grins, licking his lips like a moron. His eyes 
have the frantic, unhinged look of a man on stimulants. “I 
wanted to hear you grovel before I put a bullet in you, 
Tanner. I really fucking did. But if you’re going to try and 
play the tough guy, I guess we’re going to have to do this 
nice’n nasty.” 


“Are we?” I say, knowing that my calm tone is driving him 
toward more and more white hot rage. 


That’ll work against him, make him sloppy. 


I glance at the men behind him, the war like drum beating 
inside me getting heavier and deeper and more compelling. 
I feel my consciousness drifting off someplace and a savage 
autopilot taking control, pushing aside my modern 
sensibilities and replacing them with the primal beast I was 
that night. 


“Yes,” he whines, sounding like a spoilt little child. “How 
about I put a bullet in this fat bitch and then we see how—” 


I snap, which isn’t part of the goddamned plan. 
But to call her fat? 


To label her gorgeous curves and the her healthy appetite 
and the way her clothes fall lovingly over her childbearing 
hips that drive me to feral excitement—to label them 
anything other than perfect deserves the strictest possible 
punishment. 


I snap and I move quicker than this worm ever could’ve 
guessed. 


He yelps and lets go of his daughter, Kait falling aside. Tess 
rushes to her and - my clever fucking queen - she quickly 


escorts her to the edge of the room, to get out of the way of 
the violence. 


I notice this only peripherally, though. 


Mostly I am a beast slamming the firearm from Dirk’s hand, 
my knuckles hitting the metal and sending it flying across 
the room. 


He squeaks and I bring an elbow up to his nose, a bony 
contact that causes it to explode a second time and a 
shower of blood to spurt in crimson droplets into the air, 
almost in slow motion, each individual droplet glimmering 
like solid flames. 


Men leap at me, all of them. 


They come with fists and knives and roars, they come 
stinking of sweat and tobacco and the intent to end my life. 


One man slams me across the jaw when I’m dodging 
another’s fist, and I spin away, pulling just shy of the hiss of 
a blade. 


“Argh,” I roar, spinning back, feeling the fabric of my suit 
tear as I throw everything I have into a savage knee. 


I’ve been stabbed, an inner voice notes calmly. 


The man on the other end of my knee grunts and doubles 
over, and then I spin again, narrowly missing another knife, 
so close I’m sure I can feel the air whispering against my 
nose. 


I back toward the direction of the gun, fists raised, sending 
a devastating jab into the jaw of the next man who tries to 
close the distance on me. It connects in a thunder of flesh 
and his jaw makes a snap noise as it dislocates, the man 
falling backward and taking out some of his fellow goons 
like bowling pins. 


“Get him,” Dirk squeals, voice distorted with the blood 
flooding down his face. “Fucking get him.” 


They surge forward and I do the same, picking up a chair 
and tossing it so hard it shatters on impact, shattering a 
ribcage at the same time. I spin and grab a broken chair leg 
and use it to club another man in the belly, causing him to 
cough and splutter and fall like a sack of shit. 


More and more, they push against me, each of them trying 
to get around me to the gun that lies on the floor at the 
edge of the room. 


Somebody is screaming and Gizmo is barking furiously, but 
I barely hear them, only the rushing metal of violence in my 
ears, only the need to protect my woman and everything 
she represents. 


My elbow smashes another jaw and a looping left hook 
sends another man’s face snapping sideways. 


I spin and bring the momentum around, a back fist that 
makes a man even taller than me whine like he’s a scared 
child. 


On and on, I fight, I roar, I smash and I protect until the 
men are either on the floor nursing injuries or standing 
warily on the other side of the room, too terrified to 
approach me even with their knives and their bluster. 


Three men left standing—five incapacitated. 


Dirk tries to stumble toward Kait and Tess, but I smoothly 
reach down and pick up the pistol. I fire a shot into the air, 
silently apologizing to Gizmo and the students when it 
makes an ear thrumming crack noise. 


But the gunshot serves to prove to the men that I’m serious. 


As if they didn’t know that already. 


And it will serve the double-purpose of summoning the 
police. 


A gunshot on campus will mean armed response. 
“Enough,” I growl, my breath coming slow and measured. 


It’s only now that I feel the trickle of blood sliding down 
from my shoulder to bicep, only now that I realize there’s a 
knife sticking jaggedly out of my flesh. I grit my teeth and 
push down the throbbing pain. 


“All of you behind the desk now,” I snarl, gesturing with the 
gun. “Students, somebody call the police.” 


Dirk and his men slowly move behind my desk, having to 
cram tightly in the narrow space. 


I move across the room, keeping the gun raised, my 
instincts primed. 


Distantly, I hear sirens, getting louder, closer. 


“Pm so sorry,” Tess’s friend murmurs somewhere behind 
me, tears wracking her voice. “He said he had you. He said 
he was going to kill you. I don’t know how, but he made it 
sound like it was you.” 


“Hush,” Tess murmurs. “It’s not your fault, Kait. He’s the 
monster.” 


Gizmo has stopped barking, so I’m guessing she has him 
now. An eerie quiet has fallen across the room, making their 
voices sound louder than they are. 


Dirk stares at the floor like a sulking child, one hand on his 
face to try and stop his nose from gushing more blood and 
the other bunched into a useless fist. The other men are the 
same, unwilling to meet my gaze. Because if they do, they’ll 
have to admit that for all their supposed toughness, one 


man beat them, one man showed them how weak and 
pathetic they really are. 


I daren’t risk a look back at Tess, but I can feel her looking 
at me. 


I remember what came to me in the fury of battle. 
I love you. 


I know it’s true, not just something that fluttered through 
my mind when I thought I might die. 


I know I love her. 


I know she’s the only woman Ill ever need for the rest of 
my life. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


| ess 


Kait and I sit cross legged on the couch, Kait sipping from a 
glass of wine as I move my hand through Gizmo’s fur, 
warmth blossoming through me when I hear his sleepy, 
contented purring noises. 


“T still can’t believe he did that,” she murmurs, shivering 
despite the midday sun glowing through the airy windows, 
filling the apartment with its glorious light. “I mean, I can, 
of course, I can, but...” 


“T know what you mean,” I murmur. “It’s horrible, Kait. He’s 
your dad and he betrayed you. But he’ll never be able to get 
to you again. He’s going to spend the rest of his life in 
prison.” 


She nods, laying down her wineglass and looking at me with 
a certainty in her eyes. 


“He deserves it,” she hisses. “At least now maybe I can get 
on with my life, you know? Rebuild. Something.” 


“TIl be here for you every step of the way,” I tell her. 


We clasp hands for a moment and then just sit back, the TV 
playing in the background but neither of us really watching 
it. 

It’s been two days since Dirk’s arrest and in that time we’ve 
learned that the FBI was looking for him on a murder 
warrant. They think his plan was to kidnap Kait and flee the 
States. It was only his desire for petty revenge that led him 
to confront Tanner in the classroom. 


After a minute or so, I feel Kait looking at me, a smile toying 
with her lips despite everything that’s happened. She’s 
wearing a baggy T-shirt and jeans and her hair is tied up, 
utterly unlike her usual attire, and I think it has something 
to do with her dad, that it’s all linked in some confusing way. 
She told me last night she’s going to pursue a community 
college course in human resources, that she’s done using 
her sexuality as a means to earn money. 


“What are you smirking about?” I murmur. 


“Just at you pretending that you’re not counting down the 
seconds until tonight,” she giggles. 


I roll my eyes, and yet can’t help but laugh along with her, 
delighted that even after everything that’s happened we 
can banter like we used to. 


“Maybe I am,” I admit. 


“What did he say?” she asks. “I mean, I know you’re going 
on a date. But you went on a date last night and you didn’t 
look so... Suspicious.” 


I think back to his words when he left me this morning, 
going in for his final interview with the police. He stood 
straight and strong despite the bandage on his arm from 
the stab wound, and his blue eyes glinted as though he 
wanted to say something, but he was holding himself back. 


Or did I imagine that look? 


But no, I know now that I can read Tanner just the same 
way he can read me. 


“T can’t wait for tonight,” he growled. 


And that was it, the same thing he’d said yesterday when 
we were arranging our date. 


But there was something in the way he said it... 


“Not to be the world’s biggest cliché,” I murmur. “But it 
wasn’t what he said—” 


“Tt was the way he said it.” 
“Exactly.” 


“Well, whatever it is, I’m happy for you,” she beams. “And 
I’m happy for myself, too, that I get to cuddle Gizzie all 
night.” 


I smile. “I’m sure he’s very happy about that too.” 


She answers my smile and I try my best not to let doubt 
slither into my mind. 


I love him so much. 


I haven’t spoken those words aloud yet, but they sing with 
more and more urgency in my mind each day, each hour, 
each freaking second. 


A crazy part of me thinks that I’ll just blurt it out tonight 
and let the fallout take whatever shape it will. 


But then I imagine uncertainty flickering across his 
features, his smirk turning shaky. 


Tess, I care about you—a lot. But love? 


I shiver, knowing I won’t, that I couldn’t throw the L-word 
out there first. 


“Where are we?” I ask, leaning against Tanner as we ride 
the elevator up the skyscraper, feeling the heat and the 
power emanating from him, a scent that rises around and 
infuses me with its musky certainty. 


We were on our way to dinner when he looked at me witha 
smirk on his lips and glinting intensity in his eyes. “Do you 
mind if we make a stop along the way?” 


Now I feel my belly dropping away beneath me, nerves and 
excitement flurrying through me as we soar toward the sky. 


He gives my shoulder a squeeze and then leans down, 
laying a tender kiss on my cheek that sends hot sensations 
whirling through me. “That’d be ruining the surprise, 
wouldn’t it?” 


I giggle. “Don’t you think we’ve had enough surprises 
lately?” 


He moves his lips down, his breath leaving a sultry trail as 
he finds my lips and we sink instantly and passionately into 
the kiss. I gasp and he growls through the closeness of our 
contact. We only stop when the elevator doors open with a 
beep. 


“One more won’t hurt,” he says, waving a hand to the dark 
hallway. 


We walk into it together, the only light coming from the very 
end, a soft glow that brings the phrase light at the end of 
the tunnel to mind. 


Is this it, the light at the end of the tunnel of my life? Is this 
the evening that’s going to make all the shyness and anxiety 
and all those years feeling like I don’t belong worth it? 


I’m the daughter of a criminal. 
But does that really mean I don’t deserve happiness? 
“T’m not going to lie, Tanner, this is sort of freaking me out.” 


He squeezes onto my hand softly and then presses me 
against the wall, both of our bodies constantly primed and 
ready for our lovemaking. My womb sending me constant 
messages to forget dinner, forget life, and just spend every 
second of every day in bed with Tanner, exploring the 
steamy muscular majesty of his rock hard body. 


“Do you trust me, Tess?” he growls, smoothing his hand 
around my ear, tucking my hair aside in that just-Tanner 
way that sets my nerves ablaze. 


“You know I do,” I say, giving him my meanest mock glare. 


“Then follow me,” he says, his smirk so magnetic I couldn’t 
do anything else even if I wanted to... and I don’t want to. 


Ever. 


We walk down the corridor toward the source of the light, 
the glow getting warmer, fiercer, with each step we take. 


Eventually, we walk through the door and I suck in a gasp, 
my eyes drinking in the scene. 


Candles are laid all over the room, flickering warmly, each 
one on its own a tiny spot of light, but all of them joined 
together producing a swirling star of light. In the center of 
the room sits a bed covered in rose petals, the light making 
them shimmer like red metal. 


“What—what is this?” I gasp. 


“Its our office,” he whispers, looping his arms around me 
from behind and laying his cheek against mine, skin on skin. 
“T haven’t furnished it yet, but I bought it yesterday. I was 
thinking it could be a place for us to write together. And it’s 
big enough that Gizmo and - later - our children can come 
and keep us company as we work.” 


Something strange is happening to the candles. 


They’re flickering in a surreal way, watery, and then I 
realize that tears are coursing down my cheeks. 


Tanner lets go of me and I turn— 


I gasp again, louder, a sob cracking at the back of my 
throat. 


“Tess,” he says, looking up at me as he kneels on the floor, a 
velvet ring box in his hand. “I should have said this the 
moment I laid eyes on you. I love you. I love you more than I 
can put into words, which is a pretty big deal for me.” 


I laugh through my tears, my chest soaring as tingles dance 
all over my body and soul. 


“T love you too,” I whisper. “So much, Tanner. I was worried 
you didn’t feel the same way.” 


His smirk twitches. “Of course I love you,” he growls 
passionately. “You’re everything I never knew I wanted ... 
but which I knew I had to have the moment I saw you. 
You’re the only person who knows who I truly am. You’re my 
other half, already, and I can’t wait to grow and develop 
together, as one. I love you and I want - no, fuck that - I 
need to make that official. I need you to be my wife. So Tess 
White, will you make the happiest man in the world? Will 
you marry me?” 


“Yes, yes, yes,” I squeal, as he opens the ring box to reveal 
an elegant diamond, glittering in the candlelight, set within 
a majestic band. 


His smile stretches wider as he lets the box drop and slides 
the ring onto my finger, the metal kissing my skin. 


Then he leaps up and wraps his arms around me, crushing 
me in his protective embrace. 


I squeal as he lifts me off my feet, carrying me over to the 
bed, our lips greedy and hungry in their desire to claim 
each other, again and again, to never stop claiming each 
other. 


He falls over the top of me and then I place my hand on his 
chest, giving him the sort of sassy-as-hell look I never 
could’ve summoned before. 


“Nah uh,” I say. 


He smirks, head tilted. “It’s like that, is it?” he says, leaning 
back slightly. 


“Yeah,” I grin, moving with him and then sliding atop him 
when he rolls onto his back, taking the lead, loving every 
second of it. “It’s like that.” 


“Goddamn, I love you,” he whispers, his hands sliding up my 
thighs to brace my hips. 


“T love you more.” 


“Not possible, Tess,” he breathes, leaning up as I lean 
down, our kiss exploding somewhere in the middle. 


EPILOGUE 


TWO WEEKS LATER 


l anner 


I sit at the desk in the office, the one that overlooks the city 
on the south facing wall, the sun shining down in ambient 
waves and causing a glittering sea to wink back up at me. 


The world seems more beautiful from up here, but that 
feeling probably has something to do with Tess merrily 
tapping away at her keyboard from the other side of the 
room, the sound of her fingers on keys like chords struck in 
my chest, in my goddamned heart. 


I never knew I had a heart until I met her. 


I can’t stop smiling like a fool, even as I’m supposed to be 
editing some work for a creative writing exercise for the 
class. 


I flip the pages, but then Gizmo comes running over, his 
little paws scraping at my chair leg. 


“What is it, little man?” I grin, leaning down and picking 
him up, placing him on the desk. 


Gizmo wanders up and down the desk like he does every 
time I place him up there, as though each time he’s 
expecting to encounter a new landscape and is always 
forgetting to be disappointed. Rather, he remains hopeful. 


I fight the urge to turn and look at Tess, my body 
thrumming and growling with the thought of it. 


Rule number one: no disturbing each other when we’re in 
the flow. 


We had to agree on that rule when we first moved our 
desks in here and spent our first afternoon of ‘writing’ in a 
sweaty bundle in the middle of the room, using the bed that 
I’d forgotten to have removed... and have since. 


Because then we’d never get any work done. 
Her body is like oxygen to me. 
I’ll never get tired of breathing her in. 


I idly flip the pages of the hard copy work I’m editing, 
letting my eyes scan over the lines, searching for... 


I pause. 


My heart starts beating sweetly in my chest and my smile 
gets even wider, the sort of carefree smile I never thought 
would touch my lips. 


She’s wrapped the pregnancy test in a clear plastic bag, but 
I can see it as clear as day. 


“Tess,” I murmur. 


“Yes,” she says, and I realize that she’s standing close to 
me. 


She leans down and places her hands on my shoulders, 
trembling slightly. 


“Yes,” she repeats. 
It’s positive. 


“Oh my God.” I spin in the chair and jump to my feet, 
wrapping my arms around her and lifting her into my 
embrace. “We’re going to have a baby. I can’t even—when 
did you do this?” 


“When you went to the bathroom,” she says, snuggling 
close to me. “And I’ve been over there pretending to write 
for like ten minutes waiting for you to get to that page. Are 


you happy?” 


“Happy?” I repeat, placing her down and sliding my hands 
up to frame her face, to gaze into eyes that I’ll never get 
tired of looking into. “That doesn’t even come close to it. I 
feel...” 


I trail off. Gizmo yips behind us as he leaps from the desk to 
the chair, and then to the floor, one of his favorite obstacle 
courses. He runs over and starts to jump around at our 
legs, joining in on our joy. 


“Complete?” Tess offers, a tear sliding down her cheek. 


I smooth it away with my thumb and then lean in, brushing 
my lips across hers, savoring the taste and the texture as I 
always will. 


“Complete,” I agree. “I do have one regret, though.” 
a Oh? 1 


“Yeah,” I grin. “Why the fuck did we have that bed moved 
out of here again?” 


She giggles and leans down to scoop up Gizmo, the little 
guy curling into a contended ball as the three of us 
embrace. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


| ess 


I sit in the garden of our five bedroom house, the sky as 
blue as my husband’s eyes and butterflies making patterns 
in the air. Isabella lies in her crib, shaded from the sun, a 
pacifier in her mouth as she makes cute sleepy noises that 
are like a symphony to me. 


I pull my eyes away from the garden - from Gizmo 
frolicking in the pool and, beyond him, the flowerbeds in full 
bloom - to the review page of my debut novel. 


Love Strikes Once. 


I didn’t set out to write a romance - I’ve always been more 
of a fantasy gal - but after finding out that we were 
pregnant, the words just poured out of me, the same way 
Tanner often describes what writing is like for him. On and 
on, they came, until I was in a frenzy of prose and I’d 
written the book in three months... 


And then came the editing. 
But I’d worked my butt off and it was worth it. 


I can hardly believe it. 
I say it aloud, as if that will make it real. 
“T’m a bestselling writer,” I murmur. 


“Of course you are,” Tanner says, sliding down into the seat 
next to me with the grace of a warrior, belying his giant 
conqueror’s size. 


“Hey,” I laugh, reaching over and nudging him playfully in 
the ribs. “You don’t have to be so sneaky all the time, you 
know.” 


He smiles warmly and takes my hand in his, his blue eyes 
moving over me like flames. He gets that look as his gaze 
drinks me in, and I can hardly believe it. I haven’t changed 
out of my PJs and I must smell like motherhood, but it hasn’t 
changed the way he looks at me, not once, and we were like 
rabbits all through the pregnancy. 


Gizmo clambers from the pool - using the special launching 
pad Tanner built for his little legs - and comes bounding 
wetly over to say hello. 


Tanner chuckles and leans down, scooping up Giz with one 
hand while reaching into the crib with the other, softly 
stroking our daughter’s hair. 


Isabella, his mother’s name. 


I reach for my phone to photograph the moment and 
Tanner grinningly complies, holding the pose, making me 
almost burst out laughing with how OTT he goes with it. 


But it’s just too tempting, too perfect. 


Tanner in his steel suit, his beard longer than it used to be, 
a smattering of iron across his firm jaw. His muscles bulging 
despite the fabric, and a fatherly aura around him, a 


protective just-mine feeling. Gizmo’s mouth split open into a 
pink grin and Isabella turning toward her father’s touch, 
cooing softly in her sleep. 


“I’m so proud of you,” Tanner says, turning to me. “Not only 
are you a bestselling writer - which, by the way, I always 
knew you'd be - but you did it without using my name.” 


“Hey, your book was a massive success, too,” I say. “And as 
far as I can recall, I’m not the one with the book tours and 
the interviews.” 


“Yet,” he says, with the utter confidence that always makes 
me feel as though I can do anything, be anything. 


With him. 
Together, we can conquer the world. 


“I love you,” I whisper, leaning over and running my hand 
through his hair. 


“T love you more,” he smiles. 


“Not possible, Tanner,” I giggle. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


EIGHT YEARS LATER 


l anner 


The fire crackles warmly, filling the room with its hazy 
embrace. I sit with Gizmo curled up in my lap, the Chi-Poo’s 
head buried in the nook of my arm as he snores softly. 
Across from me, Kait and her husband - Sebastian - sit with 
Kait cradling her newborn to her chest, the couple difficult 
not to smile at when it’s clear how happy and ready for the 
future they are. 


Then I hear my daughter clear her throat from the doorway 
behind us and my smile becomes so wide I feel as if it could 
break my face. 


This is my future, right here, the beautiful life I never even 
knew I was waiting for. Sometimes I think about the cold 
existence I led before I gave into my instincts before I 
realized that to be fully whole I’d need to give myself to 
another. 


But it could only be Tess. 


It’s true. 


Without her, I would’ve stayed alone forever. 
She completes me. 


“Uh hum,” Bella says, strutting over to the fire with her 
papers proudly held out in front of her. Everybody says that 
Bella has my blue eyes, but when I look at her I see her 
mother’s sassiness and confidence. “It is now time for this 
play to begin...” 


She trails off, exchanging glances with me, a note of 
nervousness in her eyes. 


I raise my hand and give her a little salute. She smiles and 
her cheeks bloom red, the flush spreading down her neck 
just like her mother. When she was five years old, she fell 
and scraped her knee, and when I called her a good soldier 
for not crying she saluted me. Ever since then, a salute 
between us has meant that we’re going to push on, no 
matter if things get a little difficult. 


Because there’s life to be lived. 
And life is beautiful. 


I glance at the rear of the room to make sure that the 
camera hasn’t fallen from the tripod and that the light is 
still on. I know that Tess and I are going to rewatch this 
endlessly, and never get tired of it. 


“Once upon a time there was a mother bear and she was 
very pretty,” Bella says. 


I turn to watch my glorious, beautiful wife walk into the 
room, wearing the bear ears that Bella and the boys hastily 
mocked up from some clothes hangers and brown felt. 


Motherhood has made her even curvier than when we met, 
her jeans and T-shirt outlining her so that even now, with 


Kait and Sebastian and our children here, I have to swallow 
hard to push down my more beastly nature. 


I’m so proud of you, I think, watching as she walks over to 
the fire, joining our daughter. 


Tess’s career has exploded since her second novel was 
published, catapulting her into literary stardom. She’s even 
had one of her stories optioned for a Hollywood movie. 


“But the mother bear was very nervous when she couldn’t 
find her two cubs,” Bella goes on, the pride she takes in 
each word making my heart swell and a single tear to bud 
in my eyes. 


I blink and wipe it away. Tess sees and we share a smile. 
She mouths, I love you. 

“Mommy?” Bella prompts. 

“Oh, drat,” Tess says, and everybody laughs. 


It’s become something of an inside joke when Tess says drat 
since she normally chides herself for it. 


“I mean... Where are those pesky cubs?” 


“Yes, you see,” Bella goes on, “she searched far and wide, 
but they were nowhere to be found. But then the mother 
bear found out that if she closed her eyes and loved them 
really, really hard, they’d hear all that love and come 
running.” 


Tess closes her eyes and I can tell she’s doing it, really 
sending her love out to Kevin and Miles, and not just faking 
it for the play. 


“And then - poof - her cubs appeared.” 


“Rargh, I’m a big bear,” Miles growls, stomping into the 
room with his arms raised to display his makeshift paws. 
Our five year old grins from ear to ear and lets out another 
growl. “Where is my mommy?” 


“Tm a bigger bear,” Kevin snarls, stomping in after him, our 
four year old trying to hold his hands even higher than his 
brother’s. “And I love my mommy so, so much.” 


I smile and feel another tear beading in my eyes, wiping it 
away, thinking, Men don’t cry. 


But I can’t help it, not when there’s such love flurrying 
through me. I let the two tears slide hotly down my cheeks 
and then look up to see that Tess isn’t trying to fight hers. 


“Mommy bear,” Kevin says, traipsing over to her. “Why’re 
you crying? We’re home now.” 


“Yes,” Tess says, reaching down to embrace him as we 
share another look, our shared happiness blossoming like a 
flower of love in the air between us. “We are, aren’t we? 
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